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Sermon videolink: https://youtu.be/cX1HW4J8KbU

What is more important? Being right or being in relationship?

When you read the parable of the prodigal son, in many regards the older brother is right! He has been doing the right thing. He has been working hard on the farm. He has been working more than hard; he has been slaving on the farm. He has never put a foot wrong, always doing what his father asked of him. 

He is right, his father has never given him anything as a thank-you for his hard work. He hasn’t thrown him a party. He hasn’t even given him a goat so he could celebrate with his friends, let alone a fattened calf like the one the father had killed for his brother. 

He is right, his brother has squandered the father’s property on loose living in a foreign country. Property that should not have been rightfully his until the father had died. 

The older brother is right to feel hard done by, to be angry and jealous. The older brother is right, the situation isn’t fair by any stretch of the imagination. 

Maybe you too have been in a similar situation. Perhaps you have a sibling who has never pulled their weight. Perhaps you have a sibling who keeps on getting into trouble and asks for mum or dad to bail them out, again and again.  Maybe when this happens time after time, you feel like you have a right to get upset, angry and jealous, because it isn’t fair. 

Then again you may be a parent who has a child who has caused you deep hurt. Perhaps they have offended you, betrayed your trust, embarrassed you, or even shamed you by their behaviour. Perhaps they have forgotten you, or broken off all communication and refused to see you. Perhaps they have treated one of your other children badly.

As a parent you maybe conflicted about this wayward child. Part of you wants nothing to do with them. Part of you wants them to acknowledge and own up to the damage and pain they have inflicted. Part of you wants an apology and a commitment from them to change. Part of you wants things to be the way they once were before all the hurt and pain. 

Deep down, most parents love their children. That is why it hurts so deeply when a relationship with a child breaks down. Most parents want to have a good relationship with their children. The question is, at what cost? How far are you prepared to go restore a relationship? 

This dilemma leaves you with a difficult decision. Do you want to be right and insist on an apology, or do you want to be in relationship? Do you want to be right and expect them to make the first move or do you want to be in relationship? Do you want to be right and insist that they must change, or do you want to be in relationship? Do you want to be right and set certain non-negotiables, or do you want to be in relationship? Do you want to be right, or do you want to be in relationship?

Which will you choose? Being right or being in relationship? It may be the hardest decision of your life.

For the father in the parable, the decision wasn’t hard at all. He wanted a relationship with his sons. Relationship was so important to him that when he saw his son coming home in the distance, he ran toward him. This means he was most likely waiting for him, looking for him, hoping for him to return every day. 

When he reaches his son, he doesn’t even let him finish his appeal to return, not as a son but as a servant. The father immediately embraces him, symbolically treats him as a fully embraced family member by placing a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. He has the fattened calf killed and holds a feast in celebration.

The father chose relationship, over being right.

Being right thinking, expects people to change first before restoring relationship. Being right thinking expects people to admit their faults and sins before offering forgiveness.  It expects people to humbly repent, to change and prove they have changed, before offering to restore the relationship. 

Being in relationship thinking, puts love first. Being in relationship thinking is patient when the other person keeps messing up. It doesn’t point score, insist on its own way or let pride get in the way. Being in relationship thinking always hopes for restoration and always perseveres with relationship even when the going gets tough.  This thinking makes whatever move is necessary to restore the relationship, offering love, forgiveness, grace and compassion before the other person proves anything. 

The older brother was right about a lot of things, but he was wrong about the most important thing. He was wrong about his relationship with his father. He thought that the way to his father’s heart was to be the perfect son, to work hard like a slave for his father, doing everything he asked and more. 

Sadly, what he did not realise was that his father loved him unconditionally because that is what good fathers do, that is what good parents do, they love their children simply because they are their children. He was wrong about his father, and because he was wrong, he never asked his father for anything, never realising that his father would have given him anything, because everything the father had was his, including a fattened calf to celebrate with his friends. 

Jesus told this parable in response to the Pharisees and teachers of the law complaining about him welcoming sinners and eating with them.  It seems they were wrong about God and how he relates to his children. Like the father in the parable, God loves all people no matter how good or how bad they are.

In Christ, we discover that, motivated by love and compassion, God makes the first move to restore his relationship with us, even to the point of dying on our behalf. God does not wait for us to change. God does not wait for us to begin to do the right thing. God is dying to restore his relationship with us, and In Christ that is precisely what God did. Even while we were still his enemies God made the first move and died for us.

In Christ, God made the first move and showed love, grace and mercy to the prodigal children, the self-righteous children and the hurting parents of this world. This I the Good News that came into the world with Jesus. When you hear this good news and believe it then by faith, you experience God’s unconditional love. That love changes you.  As Paul says, If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new (2 Cor 5: 17).

Transformed by God’s love, may you become more and more like your Father in heaven, not counting people’s sins against them. May you become Christ’s ambassadors, reconciling with the people in your lives and instead of seeking to be right, seeking relationship, love, compassion and reconciliation.
Amen
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