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Pastor Steve Richards 
 
Everything has a starting point, including faith. Even if you walked away from that faith a long 
time ago, there was a starting point somewhere. For most of us, it was in childhood when we 
were given something to believe. And what you learned in childhood worked when you were a 
child but not so much as an adult. Maybe you learned that God loves all the children of the 
world, but you know more about the world now and some children seem more loved than 
others. What’s that about? Or you were taught that God heals and so you prayed and the 
person wasn’t healed. Or this week, our community remembered the life of a police officer 
whose life was taken in an instant by a distracted driver. Couldn’t the God, who created the 
universe, prevent that from happening? These are the adult questions that chipped away at your 
childhood faith until it disappeared – and you drifted away. Some of us look at our adult children 
and how they drifted away and you wonder because they are telling you that what they learned 
as a child no longer works for them. They had a childhood faith. Could it be time to reboot or 
restart? 
 
Last Sunday, I suggested that the Bible is not an adequate starting point for many adults. To 
say, “the Bible says so and that’s the way it is” doesn’t really work because if you know anything 
about the Bible you can find places where the Bible also says something else and don’t two 
opposites cancel each other out? So, I wondered where did the earliest Christians start? It 
wasn’t the New Testament – it hadn’t been written yet. Maybe their starting point could be our 
starting point. What was their starting point? It was a question: Who is Jesus? Not whether the 
Bible is true, not why do bad things happen to good people – these are important questions – 
just not the starting point. The starting point is “Who is Jesus?” Two weeks from today, we will 
return to this question.  
 
Last spring as I begin thinking about this series, I decided to pick up golf again after a 33 year 
absence to see if it might help me understand what it’s like to start, restart, or take faith to a new 
level. One day at the driving range, someone reminded me that there are three reasons many 
people do not pick up golf: it’s time consuming, it’s expensive, and it’s frustrating. That wasn’t 
very encouraging to me as I stepped back into golf, because those are precisely the reasons I 
walked away 33 years ago. But it’s true. In one moment, everything I’ve learned about golf 
comes together and the ball goes exactly where I want it to go, and in the next moment, thinking 
that I’m doing everything the exact same way, the ball ends up at the bottom of a pond or in the 
tall grass where no one can find it. It’s frustrating. And that’s life. Mistakes are constant, even 
when we think we are doing everything we can do. It’s frustrating. Mistakes can get us into 
trouble, but we can fix a mistake, can’t we?  
 
Mistakes happen because we didn’t know better or we weren’t paying attention (Officer, I wasn’t 
watching the speed limits signs.) We all make mistakes. We make them – we learn – we make a 
correction, and we move on. But “mistake” doesn’t seem to be the right word when you’re 
talking about something you did and you knew it was wrong before you did it. When someone 
goes on television, stands in front of a bank of microphones and confesses a four year long 
mistake – Can you make a mistake every day for four years when every day you knew it was a 
mistake? Until you got caught. Isn’t that something more than a mistake? What do you call a 
person who makes the same mistake over and over and over again? A mistaker? You can 
correct mistakes. A mistake is an error on a spelling test or putting the trash in the recycle bin. 
It’s turning right instead of left and driving down the wrong way on a one-way street. You learn 
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from mistakes. You correct mistakes. But what about when you cannot correct you? There’s a 
problem – and it’s me. It’s you. It’s not mistakes; we can fix them. The problem’s deeper than 
that – and we’d rather stay away from this word and just talk about mistakes – but the word – 
the word for today is SIN.  
 
And we can’t fix that. We try. We spend a lot of frustration trying, and for a time our efforts seem 
to work. We correct the behavior – stop drinking or spending or hurting other people or 
ourselves, but even when we’re successful there’s something inside that still doesn’t feel right. 
 
The Greek word that Bible uses for sin is hamartia. It was an archery term which meant “to miss 
the mark.” God has a target, a way for us to live – and to sin is to miss that mark. And it breaks 
the relationship. When Jesus talked about sin, it was always in terms of a relationship. Sin 
breaks a relationship. And when Jesus talked about sin his purpose was not condemnation but 
restoration. Jesus knew that as long as you think you are just making mistakes you will never 
seek the thing you need most to bring restoration – because if sin breaks the relationship, what 
restores the relationship? Your husband does something, and he was so wrong and so you 
confront him and he says, “Sorry.” How restored is the relationship? It’s not. Or your kids do 
something and you caught them and told them not to and they did it anyway and so you 
confront them and they say, “ok, ok, sorry!” Is that enough? We’re all happy now, right? Of 
course not. Here’s the problem. They acknowledge they made a mistake – sorry for the mistake. 
Let’s forget about it and move on, but you can’t because “sorry” doesn’t do it. It doesn’t restore 
the relationship. The only way for the relationship to be restored is when the offender owns the 
offense that broke the relationship. Jesus comes along and says God wants you to be restored 
and the only way to be restored is forgiveness. And the only way you experience the full power 
of forgiveness is if you admit you didn’t make a mistake. It’s bigger than that. You sinned. And 
Jesus says that admission is the means to restoration.  
 
We see this in a story that Jesus told. Some have called it the greatest short story in history. It’s 
found in Luke 15. It is a story about how God understands sin and how restoration is possible.  
 
A young man comes to his dad and says, “I wish you would die so I could get my inheritance, 
but you just won’t die. So, would you give it to me anyway? Pretend you are dead, and give me 
my inheritance. I’ve got thing I want to do, places to go, and life is not happening here.” And 
surprisingly, the father gives him the money. The son takes off and goes through his entire 
inheritance quickly until he’s out of money. And the audience listening to the story is thinking – 
we knew it. The father should not have given the money in the first place. Isn’t that what you’re 
thinking? The son is in trouble. He’s make mistakes and he tries to fix this. He gets a job, but 
the only job he can find is feeding and clean up after swine. And there’s a gasp from the crowd 
listening to this story, because they know the son has sunk so low that he has separated himself 
not only from his father but from God. He is beyond restoration. You don’t come back from this. 
 
But then Jesus says, he came to himself...he came to his senses He acknowledged, I have a 
problem that I cannot fix. He owns it. I have a problem. (It’s not the father’s fault because he 
gave the inheritance. It’s not the farmer’s fault because he told him to feed the pigs.) He owns it. 
And he decides to turn around and head toward home with a speech ready and rehearsed: 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son.” In this parable, the father is God and the son is somebody who has done things so 
bad that a human father would never allow restoration. This is not – Dad, things have been kind 
of rough; I made a few mistakes. I didn’t know better. No, he says, “I have sinned against 
heaven and against you.” And for someone here this morning, you have never said those three 
words: I have sinned. Maybe you’ve thought about it, but what always comes out of your mouth 
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is “mistakes were made.” But the sons says, “I have sinned.” He owns it. “I am no longer worthy 
to be called your son.” Dad, I’ve broken the relationship, and I don’t have the right to call you 
father, and there is no reason you should call me son. I told you, “you are dead to me.” This 
relationship is broken because of my sin. 
 
But the father said to his servants, The father does not even address his son, because as 
soon as the father heard those three words he knew his son was back. He gets it! My son gets 
it! We are restored! If the son had walked home and said, “Sorry” that would not have restored 
it. Instead, he said, I own it. I have sinned, and my sin severed the relationship. “Quick! Bring 
the best robe, and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring 
the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was 
dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” The father doesn’t need an explanation. 
He doesn’t need a full accounting of what happened to the inheritance. It’s not condemnation 
but restoration – and when the son owns it, the relationship is restored. The restoration has 
already begun. 
 
There are times when we look at our lives and what we see are the broken pieces of our lives or 
our relationships. And like a broken vase and a bottle of glue, we can try to put those pieces 
back together – change some things, say the right words – “sorry.” But what happens when you 
look at your life and your relationships and all you see is dust. You can’t glue that. Duck tape is 
amazing but not when all you see is dust – a few changes, the right words, a dozen roses 
doesn’t cut it. What I discovered this summer at the golf course was that I needed help. It’s a 
frustrating game. So I asked for help, and I was put in touch with an instructor and he showed 
me the way – and I played my best golf ever when I was with my instructor. He watched, he 
coached, he corrected, and when I was on my own, my previous bad habits from 33 years ago 
returned. So he sent me an app for my phone so I could receive encouragement and reminders 
about how to stand and how to swing and he sent me videos of those times I did everything 
right. 
 
We may look at our lives and see dust, but God took dust of the earth and created a human life. 
Jesus spit in the dust and made mud and when he put it on a blind man’s eyes, his sight was 
restored. Dust mixed with water becomes clay and out of clay comes something new. That’s 
what God was showing in Jesus. Stay close, Stay focused. There’s a problem, and it’s deeper 
than a mistake. It’s me. And when I own that, God is able to take even the shattered pieces that 
have become dust and restore us. That thing in you that doesn’t feel right and doesn’t go right. 
It’s an indication that you are separated, and God want to have a party. God wants you to come 
home.  
 
When you consider Jesus – when you consider the Christian faith – if you are ready to press the 
restart button – Jesus is the way to restoration. 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of September 17, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: O LORD, though we are prone to take you for granted and dismiss your grace, 
you never leave us or forsake us. We confess our tendencies to wander and to become so self-
absorbed that we don't see you right beside us, desiring to wrap your arms around us. Open our 
eyes to your presence. Free us from the desire to take life into our own hands. Thank you for 
always welcoming us home. Amen. 
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Monday, September 18 
 
Scripture: Luke 15:11-19 
Jesus said, “A certain man had two sons. The younger son said to his father, ‘Father, give me 
my share of the inheritance.' Then the father divided his estate between them. Soon afterward, 
the younger son gathered everything together and took a trip to a land far away. There, he 
wasted his wealth through extravagant living. “When he had used up his resources, a severe 
food shortage arose in that country and he began to be in need. He hired himself out to one of 
the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. He longed to eat his fill from 
what the pigs ate, but no one gave him anything. When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How 
many of my father's hired hands have more than enough food, but I'm starving to death! I will 
get up and go to my father, and say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and against 
you. I no longer deserve to be called your son. Take me on as one of your hired hands."' 
 
Observation: Some of the younger son’s hurry in Jesus’ extended parable about sin and God’s 
forgiveness and grace might be understandable. According to the law at that time, his older 
brother would inherit two-thirds of the estate, and the leadership role in family matters. But the 
younger son created his own problems by poor choices. He demanded his inheritance while his 
father was still alive, and foolishly blew it on high living. No doubt many heads nodded when 
Jesus said it was only “when he came to his senses” that he headed for home. 
 
Application: We tend to think the father’s love showed only when the son came home. But 
people in the culture of Jesus’ day found the story at this point quite incredible. Fathers just 
don’t behave like that; he should (they think) have beaten him, or thrown him out. There is a 
depth of mystery already built in to the story before the son even leaves home. In what ways 
does God’s choice to allow us moral freedom help you understand God’s desire for a 
relationship built on love, not control? 
 
Prayer: Lord God, at times I get frustrated or impatient with your ways, and feel like “running 
away from home.” Help me to keep my senses about me at those times, to use my God-given 
freedom well and lovingly. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, September 19 
 
Scripture: Luke 15:20-24 
So he got up and went to his father. “While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and 
was moved with compassion. His father ran to him, hugged him, and kissed him. Then his son 
said, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called 
your son.' But the father said to his servants, ‘Quickly, bring out the best robe and put it on him! 
Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet! Fetch the fattened calf and slaughter it. We 
must celebrate with feasting because this son of mine was dead and has come back to life! He 
was lost and is found!' And they began to celebrate. 
 
Observation: The dejected younger son trudging home had wasted his inheritance. He 
managed to get out the words, “I no longer deserve to be called your son.” But, like the tax 
collector in Luke 18:9-14 who “wouldn’t even lift his eyes,” he found the father’s heart full of 
mercy, and not worried about “deserving.” The father ran to him, hugged and kissed him. Then 
he called to his servants, and gave orders to start a big celebration of his son’s return. 
 
Application: Imagine how this story would impact your heart if Jesus had said, “The father 
grudgingly said, ‘Fine—you can come home. But hear me, young man—you’re on probation, big 
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time. One step out of line and I’ll send you back to the swine.’” What was Jesus’ message about 
God’s attitude toward us at all times, whether we’ve messed up or been on our best behavior? 
How deeply have you internalized Jesus’ image of what God is really like? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I want to be a part of the big story you are writing in human lives, wrapped 
up in my heavenly father’s big, strong embrace. Keep leading me to my place in your story. 
Amen. 
 
Wednesday, September 20 
 
Scripture: Luke 15:25-32 
"Now his older son was in the field. Coming in from the field, he approached the house and 
heard music and dancing. He called one of the servants and asked what was going on. The 
servant replied, ‘Your brother has arrived, and your father has slaughtered the fattened calf 
because he received his son back safe and sound.' Then the older son was furious and didn't 
want to enter in, but his father came out and begged him. He answered his father, ‘Look, I've 
served you all these years, and I never disobeyed your instruction. Yet you've never given me 
as much as a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours 
returned, after gobbling up your estate on prostitutes, you slaughtered the fattened calf for 
him.' Then his father said, ‘Son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we 
had to celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours was dead and is alive. He was lost 
and is found.'" 
 
Observation: It made the perfect “happy ending,” but Jesus’ story didn’t end when the younger 
son was home and the party had begun. In this story, Jesus spoke to people who “were 
grumbling, saying, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them’” (Luke 15:2-3). So we meet 
the older brother, angry about his younger sibling’s return and the party going on. The father 
clearly loved the older brother, too, and begged him to join in the joy at his brother’s return. 
 
Application: Jesus left the older son’s story open-ended. We hear the father pleading, but 
Jesus didn’t say what the older brother did. It was as though Jesus was telling us that we decide 
how the story ends. Sadly, most of the “older brothers” in Jesus’ day turned away rather than 
welcome prodigals home. As you enjoy the “party” of faith, how do you respond to the father’s 
appeal to welcome the lost who’ve come home? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, I want to “enter in” to the joy of your kingdom, and celebrate what you are 
doing in other lives. Move me from a “tit for tat” existence into the exuberant, abundant life of 
your kingdom. Amen. 
 
Thursday, September 21 
 
Scripture: Matthew 20:1-16 
“The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire workers 
for his vineyard. After he agreed with the workers to pay them a denarion, he sent them into his 
vineyard. “Then he went out around nine in the morning and saw others standing around the 
marketplace doing nothing. He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I'll pay you 
whatever is right.' And they went. “Again around noon and then at three in the afternoon, he did 
the same thing. Around five in the afternoon he went and found others standing around, and he 
said to them, ‘Why are you just standing around here doing nothing all day long?' “‘Because 
nobody has hired us,' they replied. “He responded, ‘You also go into the vineyard.' “When 
evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the workers and give them 
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their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and moving on finally to the first.' When those 
who were hired at five in the afternoon came, each one received a denarion. Now when those 
hired first came, they thought they would receive more. But each of them also received a 
denarion. When they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, ‘These who were hired 
last worked one hour, and they received the same pay as we did even though we had to work 
the whole day in the hot sun.' "But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I did you no wrong. Didn't I 
agree to pay you a denarion? Take what belongs to you and go. I want to give to this one who 
was hired last the same as I give to you. Don't I have the right to do what I want with what 
belongs to me? Or are you resentful because I'm generous?' So those who are last will be first. 
And those who are first will be last." 
 
Observation: In this parable, Jesus showed that God’s grace goes way beyond “fairness.” 
People who worked all day watched people who’d only worked one hour get paid the same 
amount that they had agreed to work for—and it made them angry. (We can almost imagine the 
pro-rated mental calculations they did.) But the vineyard owner didn’t cheat them. Sadly he 
asked the upset workers “Are you resentful because I’m generous?” 
 
Application: In 2 Corinthians 5:21, Paul said Christ was treated as we deserved, and we are 
treated as he deserved. Was that “fair” on God’s part, or generous in ways that stretch our 
assumptions all out of shape? In what ways does the “unfairness” of that exchange (in which 
you’re the big winner) draw your heart toward Christ? 
 
Prayer: O Lord, I want to embrace your generosity, to incorporate that giving spirit deeply into 
my character. Guide me away from my all-too-human tendencies toward envy and hoarding. 
Amen. 
 
Friday, September 22 
 
Scripture: Matthew 18:21-35 
Then Peter said to Jesus, "Lord, how many times should I forgive my brother or sister who sins 
against me? Should I forgive as many as seven times?" Jesus said, “Not just seven times, but 
rather as many as seventy-seven times. Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who 
wanted to settle accounts with his servants. When he began to settle accounts, they brought to 
him a servant who owed him ten thousand bags of gold. Because the servant didn't have 
enough to pay it back, the master ordered that he should be sold, along with his wife and 
children and everything he had, and that the proceeds should be used as payment. But the 
servant fell down, kneeled before him, and said, ‘Please, be patient with me, and I'll pay you 
back.' The master had compassion on that servant, released him, and forgave the loan. “When 
that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him one hundred coins. He 
grabbed him around the throat and said, ‘Pay me back what you owe me.' “Then his fellow 
servant fell down and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I'll pay you back.' But he refused. 
Instead, he threw him into prison until he paid back his debt. “When his fellow servants saw 
what happened, they were deeply offended. They came and told their master all that happened. 
His master called the first servant and said, ‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt 
because you appealed to me. Shouldn't you also have mercy on your fellow servant, just as I 
had mercy on you?' His master was furious and handed him over to the guard responsible for 
punishing prisoners, until he had paid the whole debt. "My heavenly Father will also do the 
same to you if you don't forgive your brother or sister from your heart." 
 
Observation: Most of Jesus’ themes in the parables grew out of the Hebrew Scriptures. That 
was certainly true of this parable about a king who showed almost undreamed of mercy (Psalm 
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103:8-12, Isaiah 55:6-7). When we serve a king as merciful as God is, then our gratitude toward 
the king and our mercy toward others will be signs that we truly value and wish to live by the 
kingdom’s values. 
 
Application: Seventy times seven (some interpreters read seventy-seven) is a typically graphic 
Jewish way of saying “Never hold grudges.” How hard do you find it to let go of wrongs done to 
you? What inner factors too often make that characteristic of us as humans? How can taking in 
God’s forgiveness transform you over time so that you can forgive others as God forgives you? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus, you gave up so much in order to reach me with your forgiveness. Help me 
to accept and value that gift, and to be more forgiving toward myself and others in my life. 
Amen. 
 
Saturday, September 23 
 
Scripture: Matthew 9:9-13 
As Jesus continued on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at a kiosk for collecting 
taxes. He said to him, "Follow me," and he got up and followed him. As Jesus sat down to eat in 
Matthew's house, many tax collectors and sinners joined Jesus and his disciples at the 
table. But when the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat 
with tax collectors and sinners?" When Jesus heard it, he said, "Healthy people don't need a 
doctor, but sick people do. Go and learn what this means: I want mercy and not sacrifice. I didn't 
come to call righteous people, but sinners." 
 
Observation: Israelites, with some reason, saw their countrymen who collected Roman taxes 
as traitors and outcasts. Rome’s system enriched tax collectors by letting them overcharge 
people and keep the excess. But Jesus didn’t see Matthew as an outcast—he saw one of his 
“lost sheep” in need of his inclusive love. He called Matthew to “Follow me,” and Matthew left his 
predatory work and wealth behind to follow Jesus. The Pharisees were incensed, but Jesus 
asked them if a soul “doctor” should ignore the “sick.” The self-identified “righteous” needed him 
as much or more as the “sinners.” 
 
Application: Hans Küng wrote, “A Church that will not accept the fact that it consists of sinful 
[people] and exists for sinful [people] becomes hard-hearted, self-righteous, inhuman…though it 
is true that the Church must always dissociate itself from sin, it can never have any excuse for 
keeping any sinner at a distance.” Do you (a good neighbor, reading your GPS) ever feel left out 
when Jesus said, “I didn’t come to call righteous people?” In what ways do you sense that you 
(and all of us) were included when he added, “but sinners”? 
 
Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, a sinner. As I live in the light and life of your 
mercy, give me a heart that has a welcoming mercy for all my fellow sinners. Amen. 
 
 


