
Come On Back 

Read: Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32; 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 

 This is my story, this is my song; praising my Savior all the day long 

 This is my story, this is my song; praising my Savior all the day long. 

 Long before anyone began to suspect, in early adolescence I headed for the 

far country.  By the time people caught on it was too late.  I was too far gone.  

Maybe you have been to the far country yourself.  It’s a place where chains that 

form your bondage present themselves as real freedom. Nobody tells you what to 

do there.  You just do whatever you want.  The lack of restraint seems like the 

best thing ever.  It’s a place where you are assured that the most fun is had by 

sinning.   

The truth that the wages of sin is death is concealed under a glittering mask 

of entertainment and fulfillment. In the far country the love of people who tried 

to guide you into a decent life begins to look simply like an attempt to control 

you, to squish you into a mold that you had no say in (if that’s love, who needs 

it?)  In the far country you go looking for friends who will let you do your own 

thing without question and without responsibility.  

But it’s a land where sooner or later you discover that often people you 

thought were your friends were just using you for their own wants and desires. 

The glamour of the far country and its culture soon fades away into hunger, thirst, 

and regret.  The far country is the place where we get lost.  It can also be the 

gateway to being found. 

 In the parable Jesus told about the prodigal son there is a moment when all 

the fun and excitement have been replaced by harsh neediness and he is 

confronted by his miserable condition.  It is in that moment Jesus tells us he 

“comes to himself.”  It was a moment of acute awareness wherein he finally saw 

through all the lies and deceptions that he had swallowed hook, line, and sinker.  

We might say it was an “AHA” moment.  And so he set out for home. 



 During the “AHA” moment, he saw clearly that he had dishonored his 

father and he truly believed he had killed the father’s love for him.  After all, in 

asking for his inheritance early, he was implying things like, “I wish you were 

dead,” or “I can’t wait around for you to die; give me what you would have left 

me in your will when you do die.”   

So the son was busy preparing his speech that was in essence an appeal to 

be taken on as a hired hand.  There was surely no love left but at least he’d earn 

enough to eat. Though he’d seen clearly how far he had wandered, he proves that 

he still had no clue about the nature of a father’s love.  A father’s love, when 

there is father love, is not so easy to kill.  There is a depth to it, a strength and 

tenacity that this untested youth still knew nothing about. 

 One of the great tragedies of our own era is the sheer magnitude of the 

problems caused for children who grow up not knowing a father’s love.  Some 

father’s don’t know very well how to show their love.  Many others today simply 

walk away and leave mothers to try heroically to fill the void left by their 

disappearance.  I had a dear friend, a preacher named Frank whom some of you 

met many years ago now and who is finally with the Lord, who preached on this 

text avowing that the father was a classic illustration of a dysfunctional enabler of 

his wayward son. Frank was nothing if not wry-witted.  But all of that is but a 

sidebar to the parable Jesus told.   

 SPOILER ALERT!  This parable has nothing to do with the effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness of human fathers.  This is a story about us and the love of God.  On 

my way back from the far country I spent a year hanging on the back of a garbage 

truck.  I think I was the only college educated employee in the entire company.  

My co-workers were incredulous: “You went to college?  What are you doing 

here?”  The answer was pretty simple: I was a newly-wed prodigal and I had a 

young, unreasonable wife who wanted to eat!  I guess we all do what we must 

when we get hungry enough.  

 I have to say, that job was one of the best stops along the way back home 

because there more than anywhere else I learned a lot about humility.  If you are 

going to experience the love of God, humility is an essential ingredient in your 



character.  God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble. It also instilled in 

me a commitment to respect and honor those around us who do the dirty work.  I 

still feel honor toward my garbage collectors, though they now cheat.  Everything 

is lifted and dumped by a mechanical arm.  Harrumph!   

In the old days you could hear the garbage thrower yelling at the driver 

when he was backing up, “C’mon back,” or the shorter version, “Mon back!”  We 

throwers knew that sometimes the driver couldn’t really see where he was going 

when maneuvering in reverse in tight spaces and back alleys.  That’s really the 

message of God’s grace to all of us prodigals: come on back!  And if we have 

trouble finding our way back from our lost condition God will guide us along the 

way. 

When the prodigal son came to himself, his first decision was to return to 

his father, even though he didn’t anticipate a very warm reception.  When he left 

home, he turned away from his father’s love.  Now he resolved to re-turn, to turn 

his heart toward home.  He had nowhere else to turn.  And like the prodigal our 

guilt may sit so heavily upon us that we come back with very low expectations.  

The weight of our guilt compresses the size of our homecoming requests.  “Just 

give me hired-hand work.  I am unworthy to be called your son.” 

Sadly that’s the point many of us must get to before we are willing to 

return to God.  We try everything the world, the flesh, and the devil have to offer 

and still come up empty.  What’s left?  God is what’s left.  And isn’t it amazing 

grace indeed that God is so filled with love that he welcomes us home, even when 

we’ve treated God as though God is the last place we choose. It’s as though God is 

deaf to all of our groveling speeches we compose on the way home.  He is far too 

delighted to have us back than to waste time chiding us for all of our foolish 

choices and insulting behaviors. 

Now listen; don’t get me wrong.  Sorrow for our sin is most appropriate.  

Repentance, turning from our old ways is truly important.  Confession is good for 

the soul.  It is wise not to approach the grace of God with any trace of 

presumption.  God owes you nothing!  But in Jesus Christ, God gives you 

everything.  Nothing is more precious to the heart of God the Father than the life 



of God’s one and only Son.  But Father and Son together have conspired with the 

Holy Spirit to bring you back home.  Come on back!  This is the message. 

 Talk about humility!  Can you hear the voice of Jesus saying, “Come unto 

me all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke 

upon you and learn of me, for I am meek and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 

unto your soul”?  How very astounding is the love of God toward us! 

Have you spent any time in the far country?  Before you answer, let me say 

that the far country is not always far away.  The far country may be like the one 

our young man sought, the place where his appetites were king.  It’s not always 

“wine, women, and song” that defines the borders.  It’s not always the creation of 

all of our foolish choices that spends all of our spiritual capital, which squanders 

our heavenly inheritance through dissolute living. 

There is another far country that is right out back, close enough to hear a 

grace party in full swing but fraught with obstacles impeding our path to joining in 

the celebration.  The prodigal’s goody-two-shoes brother, the one who never left 

home, the one who was dutiful and responsible, the one who had a veneer of 

right living that all could see and point to and say what a good son he was, he too 

was in a far country.  He harbored sins of the spirit that also cut him off from 

experiencing the father’s favor.  That favor was always there for the taking but he 

never took it.  He spent his time, not partying with his friends, but holding a pity 

party for himself that only he attended. 

Bitterness is a far country from the land of forgiveness and grace and mercy 

and peace.  So are resentment, and jealousy, and accusation and judgment.  His 

brother was “that son of yours,” an epithet dripping with contempt.  The older 

son was not only angry and resentful toward his brother, but also toward his 

father. He would be darned if he was going to ask for the fatherly favor he craved.  

He didn’t want to stoop so low as to admit his need.  He preferred the image of 

competence and self-sufficiency.  He wanted to be rewarded, not for who he was 

as a son but for what he achieved, what he produced, how he proved his worth by 

what he did as he worked industriously for his father. He too was alone in the far 

country with none to console him.  His physical distance away from home was 



short but his spiritual distance was farther away than that of his sinful little 

brother.  He was still blaming others for the anguish of his own soul.  He had 

donned the mantle of a victim.  

Now we who know about the grace of God understand that it is never 

something that we earn.  It is a gift given from a heart that loves.  God loves us 

before we ever do a thing for God.  He is our loving Father and we are God’s sons 

and daughters. 

Today we baptized Charlie Rose, an infant.  She has never read a theology 

book.  She doesn’t even know the simplest Bible stories.  She doesn’t even know 

how to pray “God is great, God is good” before she eats.  But now she is baptized, 

marked by the Holy Spirit, singled out to be the object of God’s love and affection, 

all before she even knows anything about the love of God the way we think about 

it.  But she may know more than we think she knows so let’s tread lightly on holy 

ground. 

There is a cute story about a young brother, maybe three or four years old, 

of a newborn sister.  One night he asked his parents at bedtime if he could have 

just a few minutes alone with his baby sister.  They agreed, though they were 

puzzled, and even feared that he had become jealous enough to hurt her in some 

way so they hovered just outside the door to listen in.  The little boy said to his 

infant sister, “Quick! Tell me what it’s like where we came from.  I’m beginning to 

forget.”  Some people believe that we spend our developmental years traveling 

away from our home in God’s love before we come again to ourselves and turn 

our hearts toward home. 

If you are in the far country today, come on back.  Come on back.  The 

Father is expectantly waiting and watching for your return.  And he has a robe of 

righteousness to place upon you purchased by the blood of his own Son and a ring 

of covenant faithfulness to place on your finger as you betroth yourself to him.  

And the Lamb of God has been slain for all your sins to be removed.  Let the 

celebration begin! You are part of the Bride of Christ. 



Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine!  O what a foretaste of glory divine!  Heir of 

salvation, purchase of God, Born of His Spirit, washed in his blood.  This is my 

story, this is my song, Praising my Savior all the day long; This is my story, this is 

my song, Praising my Savior all the day long. 


