      Jump to appended: Weekly Devotional #36               
*PRAYER REQUESTS*    *(indicates new)
Please remember all people on our Prayer List with prayers, thoughts, cards: 

MEMBERS & FRIENDS OF THE VALLEYS:  

*Bonnie Lidle, (having Surgery); *Raymond Enders & Family; *Baby Caleb Welcomer, (Gary/Carol Miller’s Great-grandson); *Lynda Comfort Homet, (Susan Synder’s close friend, upcoming surgery); Dave Novinger; Gary Miller; Arletta Thomas; Janette & Dennis Leitzel; Rahn Cooper; Barbara Lauver; Gerry Wiest; Neva Cichy; Gary Fetterhoff; Donna Motter; Hannah Gonder; Kayla Gonder; Dennis Croutharmel; Marissa Faust; Gail Shertzer; Michelle Chubb; Mary Cooke; Carol Cooper; Jane Baker; Dean Etzweiler; Esther Masser; Sue Maichle; Aliyia Shoop; Sophia, Ben & Sarah Heinbaugh; Carole Fetterhoff, Lori Graeff;  Kelly Richter; Deanna McNair; Kelly Shutt; Deb Castellani; Judy Miller; Dorothy Rand; Ben Baker; Inez Boyer; Liam Neiswender; Terry Etzweiler; Carl Baker; Neva Smith; Rick Welker; Rob; Naomi Patrick; Alan Bostdorf; Nancy/Tim Wilbert; Jacob Castellani; Stan/Loretta Brown; Jennifer Herb; Karen Kahler; Jean Enders; Hilda Baker; Karen Saul; Destiny Snyder; Glenda Lissner; Guy Kerstetter; Larry Snyder; Carolyn Rickmer; Joslyn Thomas; Kevin; Jim Zeigler; Janet Flowers; Ruth Boyer;  Henry Hassinger; Phyllis McCleaf; Ray Meredith; Jerry Sturm; Jerry Valentine; Janeal Yerger; Peyton Simmers; Justin Hoffman; Deb Perkins; Ellie Baker; Glen Hale; Kenny Baker; Shirley Seiler; Betty Feger; Elmer Keiter; Jen Sung;  J. S. Miller; Janelle Miller; Esther Rudy; Evelyn & Ron Kolva; Ty/Lana Shoop;  Bob Pottiger
OUR SHUT INS: Myra Hoffman; Lila Baddorf; Hannah Klinger; June and Greg Gelnett; Vickie Shoffler; Janet Noblit; Lori Graff; Lamar Ressler 
MISSIONS: Covenant Missionaries: Jen/Minh D.; Cathy C.; Covenant Missionaries, all Missionaries serving all around the world.
Please inform the Valleys if you or a member of your family is in the hospital, hospitals do not inform us unless you tell them to contact us.  Please call the church office (717-896-3118). Please put prayer requests (also name of person requesting prayer) on the back of “Welcome Card” which is in the pew rack and place it in offering plate, also please give a contact name who we can contact for updates or call the church office. In order to keep prayer list accurate, we will keep people on prayer list for 60 days unless we receive a phone call or email update to keep them on the list from person who put person on prayer list.
                                                           [image: image1.emf]


                               September 11, 2022
     Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost
Rev. Kristine Heckard - Interim Pastor 
                      The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
        3682 Peters Mountain Rd.  P O Box H Halifax, PA 17032
                                                                          Pastor Kristine Heckard
         Church Office (717-896-3118)  Pastor Cell 717-818-3041

 Church Office Hours: Mon. thru Thurs. - 10AM to 3PM 

                              Church Office (717-896-3118)           

   Web Site - ValleysEcc.Org   Email - valleysecc.halifax@gmail.com
View online services at Link:

https://www.facebook.com/The-Valleys-Evangelical-Covenant-Church-113739983341029/     or on YouTube Link https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCWCNvvB8qUyJVry4rUWQFGQ 

If you are not on Facebook, go to the above YouTube link and you should be able to see any of the services (after the live stream is finished).  You can also listen to the sermon on Valleys website.  
      Valleys new email!  valleysecc.halifax@gmail.com
The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church

Rev. Kristine Heckard, Interim Pastor
Hymnal Technician, Bridget Campbell

Video Technician, Seth Guertin
September 11, 2022 - Worship, 10:15AM
Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
          Hymns are in the (RED) HYMNAL for Worship & Celebration            unless otherwise noted.  (*Please stand as you are able)
   Prelude       Lighting of Candles  
Announcements, Call to Worship                       Dave Novinger                                 
Call to Worship: (Responsively)                                    

L:  Let all who have known the grace and mercy of the Lord give praise!
P:  For we were once lost in our sin that we could not believe in God’s grace.
L:  Yet God’s love for us is greater than all the sin in the world.
P:  And all who accept Christ know that God’s grace and forgiveness are real!
L:   Let us rejoice and give praise for the redeeming love of Christ.
      ALL:  Blessed be the name of the Lord!

      L:  Come, let us worship together.
 
*Hymn -   “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”        Page 8 
*Invocation  (In Unison)                                                                        
Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid:  Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy name; through Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Scripture Readings *indicates sermon text
      Psalm: Psalm 51:1-10  (Responsively)       (See Insert) 
      New Testament:  1Timothy 1:12-17           (See Insert) Carol Knight           
Hymn -                 “Amazing Grace”                         Page 202        
Sermon Scripture *Gospel:  Luke 15:1-31  (See Insert) Scott Miller 
Message:     “God’s Extravagant Love and Grace”
Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer (sins/sinned)        
Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who have sinned against us. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen.
*Hymn -                    “Make Me a Blessing”        Page 452
*Benediction                                                        
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.  Amen.

 L:  Greeting: “The Peace of God be with you.”            
P:  Response: “And also with you.”                               
L:   “Go now in peace.”                                                  
      *Extinguishing of candles



Post-Service Music 
Worship Service: We welcome you today September 11th the Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost! Hand sanitizer and masks are available. Please use your judgment if you feel unwell, to remain home until you are better. Please put your offering in the basket in rear of Sanctuary. Weekly envelopes/ monetary donations may be dropped off at the church during office hours or mailed. Bulletin & devotionals are on the church website. 
PLEASE TURN OFF CELL PHONES, PAGERS, ETC. during our worship service.  Thank you for your cooperation.
Attendance: 
In-person worship for Sept. 4 was 36. 
Face book views for Sept. 4 as of Sept. 7 were 26.
Face Book views for Aug. 28 as of Sept. 7 were 40.

GIANT GIFT CARDS may be purchased through church office.
                               CHURCH CALENDAR 
            
Sept. 11 - 9:00AM - Sunday School at Valleys
                 10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online

Sept. 13 - 5:30-6:30PM -“Free” Community Meal Pickup
Sept. 18 - 9:00AM - Sunday School at Valleys
                 10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online
Sept. 25 - 9:00AM - Sunday School at Valleys
                 10:15AM - In-Person Worship Service or Online

FREE TAKEOUT COMMUNITY MEAL on Tuesday September 13, 2022, pick up meals between 5:30-6:30PM. Menu: Pulled BBQ Chicken, Macaroni Salad, Coleslaw, Applesauce, Dessert (Choice of Choc cake w/PB or Choc cake w/white or Yellow cake w/white or Yellow cake w/choc). Meals to be reserved by Thurs. Sept. 8th. Please see signup sheet in narthex for food donations and helpers. 
ELDERS MEETING has been postponed for Sept. 12. It will be rescheduled.

COUNCIL MEETING will be held on Wednesday Sept. 21 at 7:00PM.

LAY READERS: Sept. 11 - Carol Knight, Scott Miller; Sept. 18 - Sharon Fetterhoff, Ed Dobbin; Sept. 25 - Rachael Bryson, Gerry Wiest.  If you cannot read scripture on your Sunday, please inform the church office. Thank you.

SUNDAY SCHOOL TEACHERS: Sept. 11 - Marie Herb; Sept. 18 - Sharon Fetterhoff; Sept. 25 - Ed & Peggy Berra.  If you cannot teach on your Sunday, please inform Dave Novinger or the church office as soon as possible. Thank you.

MISSION OFFERING donations (Sept. thru Dec.) go to “Christmas Benevolence” (Please put it in weekly envelopes marked “Missions”.) You can also designate Mission Offering to go to Community meals if you wish.
ALTAR FLOWERS: Cost for altar flowers has increased to $37.00 to sponsor flowers for Sunday worship services. 

1ST SCRIPTURE READING - Psalm 51:1-10 (Responsive) (NLT)
1 Have mercy on me, O God, because of your unfailing love.
Because of your great compassion, blot out the stain of my sins.
2 Wash me clean from my guilt. Purify me from my sin.
3 For I recognize my rebellion; it haunts me day and night.
4 Against you, and you alone, have I sinned;
    I have done what is evil in your sight.
You will be proved right in what you say,
    and your judgment against me is just.
5 For I was born a sinner—
yes, from the moment my mother conceived me.
6 But you desire honesty from the womb,
    teaching me wisdom even there.
7 Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean;
    wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.
8 Oh, give me back my joy again;
    you have broken me—now let me rejoice.
9 Don’t keep looking at my sins. Remove the stain of my guilt.
10 Create in me a clean heart, O God. Renew a loyal spirit within me.
2ND Reading - New Testament - 1 Timothy 1:12-17   (NLT)
12 I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength to do his work. He considered me trustworthy and appointed me to serve him, 13 even though I used to blaspheme the name of Christ. In my insolence, I persecuted his people. But God had mercy on me because I did it in ignorance and unbelief. 14 Oh, how generous and gracious our Lord was! He filled me with the faith and love that come from Christ Jesus.15 This is a trustworthy saying, and everyone should accept it: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners”—and I am the worst of them all. 16 But God had mercy on me so that Christ Jesus could use me as a prime example of his great patience with even the worst sinners. Then others will realize that they, too, can believe in him and receive eternal life. 17 All honor and glory to God forever and ever! He is the eternal King, the unseen one who never dies; he alone is God. Amen.
3RD Reading - Sermon Scripture: Gospel *Luke 15:1-31 (NLT)
15 Tax collectors and other notorious sinners often came to listen to Jesus teach. 2 This made the Pharisees and teachers of religious 
3RD Reading - Sermon Scripture: Gospel *Luke 15:1-31 (NLT) (Cont.)

law complain that he was associating with such sinful people—even eating with them! 3 So Jesus told them this story: 4 “If a man has a hundred sheep and one of them gets lost, what will he do? Won’t he leave the ninety-nine others in the wilderness and go to search for the one that is lost until he finds it? 5 And when he has found it, he will joyfully carry it home on his shoulders. 6 When he arrives, he will call together his friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found my lost sheep.’ 7 In the same way, there is more joy in heaven over one lost sinner who repents and returns to God than over ninety-nine others who are righteous and haven’t strayed away! 8 “Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Won’t she light a lamp and sweep the entire house and search carefully until she finds it? 9 And when she finds it, she will call in her friends and neighbors and say, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found my lost coin.’ 10 In the same way, there is joy in the presence of God’s angels when even one sinner repents.” 11 To illustrate the point further, Jesus told them this story: “A man had two sons.

12 The younger son told his father, ‘I want my share of your estate now before you die.’ So his father agreed to divide his wealth between his sons. 13 “A few days later this younger son packed all his belongings and moved to a distant land, and there he wasted all his money in wild living. 14 About the time his money ran out, a great famine swept over the land, and he began to starve. 15 He persuaded a local farmer to hire him, and the man sent him into his fields to feed the pigs. 16 The young man became so hungry that even the pods he was feeding the pigs looked good to him. But no one gave him anything. 17 “When he finally came to his senses, he said to himself, ‘At home even the hired servants have food enough to spare, and here I am dying of hunger! 18 I will go home to my father and say, “Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you, 19 and I am no longer worthy of being called your son. Please take me on as a hired servant.”’ 20 “So he returned home to his father. And while he was still a long way off, his father saw him coming. Filled with love and compassion, he ran to his son, embraced him, and kissed him. 21 His son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you, and I am no longer worthy of being called your son.’ 22 “But his father said to the servants, ‘Quick! Bring the finest robe in the house and put it on him. Get a ring for his finger and sandals for his feet.

3RD Reading - Sermon Scripture: Gospel *Luke 15:1-31 (NLT) (Cont.)
23 And kill the calf we have been fattening. We must celebrate with a feast, 24 for this son of mine was dead and has now returned to life. He was lost, but now he is found.’ So the party began. 25 “Meanwhile, the older son was in the fields working. When he returned home, he heard music and dancing in the house, 26 and he asked one of the servants what was going on. 27 ‘Your brother is back,’ he was told, ‘and your father has killed the fattened calf. We are celebrating because of his safe return.’ 28 “The older brother was angry and wouldn’t go in. His father came out and begged him,

29 but he replied, ‘All these years I’ve slaved for you and never once refused to do a single thing you told me to. And in all that time you never gave me even one young goat for a feast with my friends. 30 Yet when this son of yours comes back after 

squandering your money on prostitutes, you celebrate by killing the fattened calf!’ 31 “His father said to him, ‘Look, dear son, you have always stayed by me, and everything I have is yours.
Reader: “The Word of God for the people of God.”
People: “Praise be to God!”
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
History of hymn “Praise to the Lord the Almighty” is a hymn based on Joachim Neander’s German hymn “Lobe den Herren, den mächtigen König der Ehren”, published in 1680.  Neander was born in 1650 Bremen, Germany. In his youth, he lived on the wild side before attending a local service and listening to a visiting preacher. He adopted the belief of the Pietist and suffer considerable opposition for his beliefs. He died at age 30 in 1680, the same year he wrote the hymn, however he wrote over 60 songs  in  his  lifetime.   Most  are  hymns  of  joyful  praise,  even though they were written at a time when Neander was living under considerable stress.   Neander’s hymn was first published in 1665. The tune is based on a German folk tune. The text paraphrased Psalm 103 and Psalm 150. It was inspiried not only by those psalms but also by the beauty of the hills and rivers that Neanader experienced on his walks through the German countryside. In 1800 King Frederick William III of Prussia first heard the hymn and the hymn became his favorite hymn.  Catherine Winkworth (1827-1878) translated this hymn in 1863 and also a number of other German hymns during the 19th century. She was one of the most prominent 19th century translators of German hymns. If not for the efforts of Catherine Winkworth, we wouldn’t know anything of Neander or his hymns today.

History of hymn “Amazing Grace” (Pg. 202)

“Amazing Grace” is a Christian hymn published in 1779, with words written in 1772 by the English poet and Anglican clergyman John Newton (1725–1807). “Amazing Grace” is probably the most beloved hymn of the last two centuries. The soaring spiritual describing profound religious elation is estimated to be performed 10 million times annually and has appeared on over 11,000 albums. It was referenced in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s anti-slavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin and had a surge of popularity during two of America’s greatest crises: the Civil War and the Vietnam War.

Ironically, this stirring song, closely associated with the African-American community, was written by a former slave trader, John Newton. Newton wrote the words from personal experience. He grew up without any particular religious conviction, but his life’s path was formed by a variety of twists and coincidences that were often put into motion by others’ reactions to what they took as his recalcitrant insubordination. He was drafted into service in the Royal Navy. After leaving the service, he became involved in the Atlantic slave trade. In 1748, a violent storm battered his vessel off the coast of County Donegal, Ireland, so severely that he called out to God for mercy. This moment marked his spiritual conversion but he continued slave trading until 1754 or 1755, when he ended his seafaring altogether. He began studying Christian theology. Newton also wrote these words: ‘By the grace of God I am what I am, I am not what I ought to be. How imperfect and deficient I am! I am not what I wish to be. And then added: Though I am not what I ought to be, I can truly say that I am not what I once was a slave to sin and Satan. I can heartily say with Paul: By the grace of God I am what I am!’
      ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​____________________________________________________
Sunday September 11th is the 21st anniversary of 9/11. We remember all the lives lost in New York, Pennsylvania and Washington DC. 
       On December 18, 2001, Congress approved a joint resolution designating September 11 of each year as “Patriot Day.” It’s a day to remember the more than 3,000 innocent lives lost on that September morning in 2001.
____________________________________________________
Links for Hymn: “Make Me a Blessing”(Pg. 452):
https://youtu.be/ZzbN_dkamiQ 

https://youtu.be/MBPfp1V_yjE?t=3 

1st Hymn: “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty” (Lobe den Herren) 

 (Page 8 red hymnal) Public Domain
Catherine Winkworth | Joachim Neander Public Domain
Song # 43073   CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1  Praise to the Lord the Almighty
The King of creation
O my soul praise Him
For He is thy health and salvation
All ye who hear now to His temple draw near
Join me in glad adoration
Verse 2  Praise to the Lord Who over all things
So wondrously reigneth
Shelters thee under His wings
Yes so gently sustaineth
Hast thou not seen how thy longings have been
Granted in what He ordaineth
Verse 3   Praise to the Lord Who doth prosper
Thy work and defend thee
Surely His goodness and mercy here daily attend thee
Ponder anew what the Almighty can do
If with His love He befriend thee
Verse 4    Praise to the Lord
O let all that is in me adore Him
All that hath life and breath
Come now with praises before Him
Let the amen sound from His people again
Gladly for aye we adore Him   Amen
Link for “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty” (Pg. 8)

      https://youtu.be/sPN7WaOSmrA?t=2 
Link to hymn “Amazing Grace” (Pg. 202)
https://youtu.be/CDdvReNKKuk?t=1 
2nd Hymn:  “Amazing Grace”(Page 202 Red Hymnal) 

John Newton | John P. Rees 

 Public Domain
CCLI Song # 5256521 CLI License # 2572107

Verse 1    Amazing grace how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me
I once was lost but now am found
Was blind but now I see
Verse 2    'Twas grace that taught my heart to fear
And grace my fears relieved
How precious did that grace appear
The hour I first believed
Verse 3     The Lord has promised good to me
His Word my hope secures
He will my shield and portion be
As long as life endures
Verse 4     Thro' many dangers toils and snares
I have already come
'Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far
And grace will lead me home
Verse 5     When we've been there ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun
We've no less days to sing God's praise
Than when we first begun
History of hymn “Make Me a Blessing” (Pg. 452)

Ira Bishop Wilson, 1880-1950 Pseudonym: Fred B. Hol​ton Music by George Stark Schuler (1883-1973. "I don't remember writing the lyrics to that song." Those were the startling words of Ira B. Wilson to his friends. He held that position until his death, yet his song, "Make Me a Blessing," lives on in the hearts of millions of Christians in many lands. In 1924 George Shuler and Ira Wilson were roommates at Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, Illinois. They combined their efforts in giving to the world the wonderful Christian song, "Make Me a Blessing." Wilson wrote the lyrics and Shuler the musical setting. At first, the song was rejected by musical publishers. Not to be stopped, Shuler had 1,000 copies printed to distribute on his own. One copy fell into the hands of George Dibble, an outstanding singer who was the 
History of hymn “Make Me a Blessing” (Pg. 452)  (Continued)
music director for the International Sunday School Convention in Cleveland, Ohio. Dibble asked permission to use the song, and it was granted.  Soon people everywhere were singing it and publishers wanted to distribute copies. The popularity of the song has grown to the extent that Christians in many locations can sing it even by memory. This song has become the heart cry of Christians everywhere. It should be the desire of every person to be a blessing and help to others. There are many ways we can bring this to past, one notable way is to provide for the poor. Many years ago someone said, "We ought to be kind to everybody, because everybody is having a tough time."

3rd Hymn: “Make Me a Blessing” (Pg 452 Red hymnal)   
SCHULER  Public Domain                                    

 George S. Schuler | Ira Bishop Wilson

CCLI Song # 11603CCLI License # 2572107
Verse 1  Out in the highways and byways of life
Many are weary and sad
Carry the sunshine where darkness is rife
Making the sorrowing glad              Chorus

Chorus    Make me a blessing make me a blessing
Out of my life may Jesus shine
Make me a blessing O Savior I pray
Make me a blessing to someone today
Verse 2   Tell the sweet story of Christ and His love
Tell of His pow'r to forgive
Others will trust Him if only you prove
True ev’ry moment you live            Chorus
Verse 3    Give as 'twas given to you in your need
Love as the Master loved you
Be to the helpless a helper indeed
Unto your mission be true                Chorus
       The Valleys Evangelical Covenant Church
Interim Pastor, Rev. Kristine Heckard

 3682 Peters Mountain Road (Physical address), P. O. Box H (Mailing address), Halifax, PA  17032

Office: (717)-896-3118       Fax : (717)-896-9038        

                Email: valleysecc.halifax@gmail.com    Website: ValleysEcc.Org
Weekly Devotional #36             September 11, 2022         “God’s Extravagant Love and Grace”

                                       Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost

Pastor Kris Heckard is our Interim Pastor. We pray this devotional will be meaningful to you. 
Take a minute or two for silent prayer to come before God.

Call to Worship: 

L: Let all who have known the grace and mercy of the Lord give praise!

P: For we were once so lost in our sin that we could not believe in God’s grace.
L: Yet God’s love for us is greater than all the sin in the world.
P: And all who accept Christ know that God’s grace and forgiveness are real!
L: Let us rejoice and give praise for the redeeming love of Christ.
ALL: Blessed be the name of the Lord!
L: Come, let us worship together.

Invocation:  

Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid:  Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your holy name; through Christ our Lord.  Amen.

Readings: *indicates sermon text

Responsive: Psalm 51:1-10

New Testament: 1Timothy 1:12-17

*Gospel: Luke 15:1-31

Meditation: “God’s Extravagant Love and Grace”

      In 1905, a box was shipped from South Africa to England. There was nothing special looking about this box. It was just an ordinary shipping box with a few dings and dents. And inside the box was a rock, but it was no ordinary rock. The rock was a diamond, the world's largest diamond, weighing 3,106 carats! It was a present for King Edward VII on his 66th birthday. 

We may all look ordinary on the outside.  But your heart and soul are more valuable to God than a diamond as big as the sun! The idea of God’s love coming to us free of charge, no strings attached, seems to go against every instinct we have. We live in a world of un-grace.  God’s grace is often hard for us to fathom, and so Jesus talked to us about it often.  The primary thrust of Jesus mission on earth was finding lost people.  Jesus said, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”  Jesus was not talking about people who were lost as they were traveling from one city to another.  Jesus was talking about people who were spiritually lost – spiritually dead in their sin.

      And here at the beginning of our text for today it says, “Now the tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were all gathering around to hear him.  But the Pharisees and teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  And here Jesus takes the opportunity to address the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who were criticizing him for entertaining the       

     There was something about Jesus that drew “Tax collectors and sinners” to Him.  “Tax collectors” were in the eyes of most the scum of the earth.  No upright citizen would associate with the tax collectors and sinners, but Jesus did!

      In response to the religious leaders, the Pharisees and teachers of the law, Jesus told a string of three parables — the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost son — all of which seem to make the same point.  Each underscores the sense of loss, tells of the thrill of discovery, and ends with a scene of jubilation.  Jesus says in effect, “Do you want to know what it feels like to be God? When one of those humans pays attention to Me, it feels like I just reclaimed My most valuable possession, which I had given up for being lost.”

      To help you understand how God must feel think of this.  Have you ever lost something that is very precious to you?

Something or someone like a child in a grocery store or department store?  What may be a few seconds or minutes seems like hours and your heart just sinks.  You start looking and searching and you don’t stop until you find that child.  And then when they are found there is such relief and you rejoice and everyone around you rejoices.  With all the joy we feel when we find that child, imagine this, there is even more joy in heaven over one sinner that repents.  One sinner!

       I want to focus more on the later of the three parables – that of the lost son.  In the parable, the father represents God the Father.  And this father had two sons.  One of these boys is the ‘older’ and the other is the ‘younger’.  And the boys grow up living in a very nice home, a home in which there is everything in the world that they could want or need —love, joy, fellowship, comforts—but this younger boy does a strange thing.

       He decides that he no longer wants to be a part of this home or his family — he thinks the grass is greener somewhere else.  So, the father allows him to exercise his freedom of choice – his freewill.

       The father divides up his estate, and the boy leaves with his pockets full of money—which he did not earn.  Every bit of it came from his father.  And so, the boy heads out for the far away country.  And this boy found out what it was to have what the world calls a good time.  He went to all the parties, kept company with shady fair-weather friends, danced with wild women, spent all his money.  

       So, for a while he lived it up.  But there came a day when he reached in his pocket and there wasn’t anything left.  Not only was he broke but he found that the country where he had thought the grass was greener – well – the grass was drying up.   “. . . there was a severe famine in that whole country . . .”

       So, this younger son doesn’t know what to do.  He shouldn’t have been afraid to go home, but he was.  Was he embarrassed?  Did he think that his father would not accept him?  Was he so steeped in the world of un-grace that he couldn’t imagine any alternative?

        In our parable we see that the younger son began to be in need, but he wasn’t ready to go home. So, he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.”

       What happened to his so-called friends?  Fair weather friends tend to say to us: “I’m sorry. You say you’ve lost all your money? Well, I’m through with you. I’m not interested in you anymore.”

       The younger son quickly finds out that he has no real friends in this far country.  And as he worked feeding the pigs “He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.” 

       And when Jesus gets to this point in telling the parable, every Israelite, both Pharisees and tax collectors listening to Him that day had to cringe because a Hebrew couldn’t go any lower than that.  A Jewish person wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with pigs, and then to stoop to the place where he would go down and live with them and even envy the pigs . . . was horrifying!  This boy had definitely hit rock bottom!

       Starting in verse 17 we get to see a real turning point in this parable.  “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! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’  So he got up and went to his father.”
        He came to his senses.  Temptation and sin do awful things to us.  It causes us to see the world incorrectly.  We lose our sense of reality.  We see ourselves and others in the wrong light.  We see the pleasures of the world in the wrong perspective.  We just can’t see clearly when we are entangled by sin.  But the younger son came to his senses!

         So, the boy returns to the house where he grew up, but he has been so blinded by the world of un-grace that he doesn’t expect to be welcomed.

         In verse 20 we see a beautiful picture of God.  It says, “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 . . . this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate.”  His father saw him coming a long way off.  Here was a father that never gave up on his son.  He must have watched daily for his son.  He welcomed his son and threw a party.  The son said, “Father I have sinned, I’m not worthy to be called your son.”  The father forgave him and called all the family and neighbors to celebrate with a welcome home parade.  “For my son was lost and is found, he was dead and is now alive.”  The father had his servants prepare for a great feast to celebrate his son’s return.  This is the Love that God has for each and every one of us.  

         Our God is like a Lovesick Father.  While we are still a long way off, he runs to us!  He doesn’t hold our sins against us, but throws a party when we come to Him for salvation and forgiveness!

         But then there is more to this parable.  The older brother came in from the field and couldn’t believe what his father was doing for his younger brother.  The older brother got angry and stormed out of the house.  He didn’t want anything to do with his father’s wayward son.  He thought, “He’s no brother of mine.  He left home and left me with all the work.  I was faithful to my father and what has my brother done.”  The older brother is fuming outside the party.

        Who is truly the sinner in this parable?

         Is it the son who leaves home and returns recognizing his sinful condition? Is it the one who admits, “I am lost.  I’ve made a mess of my life.  I need help.”

        Or is it the faithful son who refuses to forgive and celebrate the return of his lost brother.

        Oh! . . . And what about the Scribes and the Pharisees?  They are the ones to which this parable was addressed.  The Scribes and Pharisees were only too glad to brag about their spirituality.  They would recount the times they fasted and prayed and all the rituals they went through.  Jesus knew their hearts.  Jesus knew their hatred for all that didn’t believe or act as they acted.  Jesus knew they promoted their self-righteousness.

        So, who is the sinner?  Aren’t they all sinners?  Jesus came for all sinners but, He is looking for sinners who are honest and admit they have broken God’s laws and been disobedient to the teaching of Jesus.  Jesus is a friend of sinners.  Just as a shepherd searches for one lost sheep, and a woman searches for one lost coin, and a father waits longingly for a lost son, Jesus seeks and searches for those who are lost.

        The only one who seemed to be honest was the wayward son!  The older son refused to forgive and celebrate his brother’s return.  The Pharisees, they didn’t like the fact that God rejoices and welcomes sinners.  They were far from rejoicing over those who had gathered around Jesus.  The Pharisees and teachers of the law conspired to have Jesus killed. But, like the prodigal, Jesus who was dead came to life again; and those He came to save have found new life in God’s loving presence.

        What about us?  Where are we in this parable?  Are you the younger son who needs to turn around and come back to God?   Or, are you standing outside with your arms folded, refusing to come in because God doesn’t play by your rules.

Are you inside the party celebrating, or are you already home and need to come into the party?

         The Father has enough grace for all. He’s looking for prodigals and He’s looking for the proud and He wants us to repent.

         We need to understand the heart of God.  God is a loving Father, full of grace and He extends his warm welcome to all who belong to Him. . . Our lives matter to God!  We may look like ordinary people, with dings and dents, but we are precious to God.  Amen.

Prayers with the Lord’s Prayer: (sins; sinned)

   We give you thanks and praise for the beauty of this day and for the promise it offers.  We thank you for life, for joy, for every opportunity to walk with you as your children.  We all like sheep, have gone astray.  We are all prone to wander.  We have times when our heart is completely wrapped up in your heart and we can’t imagine that we would ever stray.  And then one day we wake up and feel as though we are just going through the motions.  We may look just the same on the outside, but inside, we are like the Prodigal Son, lost in a far-off country.  Forgive us Lord.  Cleanse our hearts and give us a new view of your heart and help us to find our greatest joy in the finding of the lost.  We pray for all the brokenness in the world.  You hold the universe in your hands and have created all things so beautifully.  And we know you have the power and to make all things new again.  So, we call upon you now to heal the brokenness in our world and in our lives.  For those who are sick and weak in body and mind we ask that you would give renewed strength and healing each day and that you would assure them of your presence.  To you God, we commit the names of your servants in silence . . .  O Lord, we put our faith in you that you hear our prayers and are at work now.  In Jesus Christ we pray . . . Our Father . . . Amen.

Benediction:

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.  Amen.

