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Lenten meditation

Amazing Grace

Luke 15:11-32

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

The complaint is registered at the beginning of the chapter. Before we get to hear any of the 3 parables, we know what it is that the religious folk are upset about.
Luke 15:1 -2 - 1Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”
The tax collectors and the sinners – imagine that – they were trying to get near to Jesus in order to listen to him. 
It is interesting to note how does Jesus responds to the grumbling? And I think it is worth noticing what he doesn’t do as much as what he does here in this situation.
What he doesn’t do is get into a theological debate with the religious folk and he doesn’t try and defend the tax collectors and the sinners. He simply tells 3 parables.
The parable of the lost sheep – the lost coin – and the lost son. 

I sometimes wonder; are these parables about being lost or are they parables about being found?
The sheep wanders off and gets lost – we can understand a sheep doing that. The coin simply gets lost – we don’t know how only that it is lost – but the son – the prodigal son makes a deliberate and conscious choice to grab his portion of the inheritance and off he goes to blow the money on loose living and he finds himself in a desperate situation – one which all of us are only too willing to admit that he is simply getting what he deserves – serves him right.
Fred Craddock tells a story about preaching on the prodigal son once at a church in Blue Ridge Tennessee.

A man after the service said,” I really didn’t care much for that, frankly.”

I said, “Why?”

He said, “Well, I guess it’s not your sermon, I just don’t like that story.”

I said, “What is it you don’t like about it?”

He said, “It’s not morally responsible.”

I said, “What do you mean by that?”

“Forgiving that boy.”

I said, “Well, what would you have done?”

He said, “I think when he came home he should have been arrested.”

Craddock goes on – This fellow was serious. He’s an attorney, I thought. I thought he was going to tell me a joke. But he was really serious. He belonged to this unofficial organization nationwide, never has any meetings and doesn’t have a name but it’s a very strong network that I call “quality control people.” 

They’re the moral police. Mandatory sentences and no parole mind you, and executions.

I said, “What would you have given the prodigal?”

He said, “Six years.”

It truly is God’s amazing grace because if you or I or anyone is solely measured according to human standards them all is lost.

It truly is God’s amazing grace because God is always seeking out that which is lost.

God’s grace is always at work in the lives of those who when they look in the mirror see nothing of worth looking back at them.

God’s grace is always at work even in the hearts of those who think the prodigal should have been put into jail.
We would be hard pressed to name a more beloved, well known hymn than John Newton’s Amazing Grace.
It speaks clearly to the human condition; of brokenness and sin.

It speaks to God’s amazing love in Jesus Christ and the power of His grace to transform the human heart.
John Newton’s life is a testimony to how far God is willing to go in order to bring a person into a life changing relationship with Him.

Newton was nurtured in the faith by his mother at a young age and until she died when he was 7 he memorized bible passages and hymns at his mother’s knees.
But like the prodigal son that we meet in Luke’s gospel, Newton strayed far a field from the faith of his childhood and it was while he was serving on a slave ship, during a violent storm that he was confronted with death and cried out to the Lord for help. 
He would later write about that experience,” The tenth of March is a day much remembered by me; and I have never suffered it to pass unnoticed since the year 1748 – the Lord came from on high and delivered me out of deep waters.”

What I appreciate about Newton’s story is that it took several more years of slow, halting spiritual growth before Newton left the slave trade and he eventually became an evangelical preacher and hymn writer – in other words it didn’t happen over night.
That is the other amazing thing about God’s grace – it perseveres and it never gives up – that’s why it is amazing.
What is grace – a word used 87 times in the New Testament?

The NT gives this answer - 6For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 8But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.7Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. 
 
The answer also is written on Newton's tombstone – it reads, "John Newton, Clerk, once an infidel and libertine, a servant of slaves in Africa, was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, preserved, restored, pardoned, and appointed to preach the faith he had long labored to destroy."

And the answer is also in the hymn – listen for it as you sing - it is the sweet sound of sin being washed away – it is the embrace of the Father as he welcomes the son back home – it is the promise of Jesus who came to seek out and find the lost – this fellow who welcomes sinners and eats with them.
That’s the answer.

It is amazing grace.
