
The three-way choice you face

There is a popular Christian tract in the UK called ‘2 ways to live’. It is very good and helps explain 
the gospel to people who don't know it. There is only one problem! I think the Bible tells us there are 
three ways to live! Two of them are ways to keep far from God, and only one is the living way of 
eternal life. We all face the choice between these ‘three ways to live’. So we had better know what 
they are if we are to make the right choice.

Let’s turn to our Bible passage, Luke chapter 15, especially verses 11 – 32.

In the chapter there are three interconnected stories with a common theme. Something valuable is lost, 
there is an all out search made until it is found, and then there is a great party, full of rejoicing, 
because ‘what was lost is now found’. Jesus deliberately relates these stories to God himself – “I tell 
you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 
ninety-none righteous persons who do not need to repent.” (v7) That seems clear. But there is 
something very unexpected: there is a lost sheep found by a good shepherd, there is a lost coin found 
by a searching woman, and there is a lost son... found by his kind elder brother? No, there are two lost 
sons; they are just lost in different ways! This would have shocked Jesus’ original audience; they 
would have been intrigued and drawn into the story to really think why Jesus told it in that way.

So let’s look at the two lost boys and get to Jesus’ point.

1) The first ‘lost boy’

It is obvious he is ‘lost’.  Many people are like this today as they live very ‘irreligious lives’. Even 
from the boy’s first words we realise that he is ‘far away’ from his father, even while he lives at home, 
let alone when he goes off. Let’s look at what characterises him:

a) A broken relationship. He abruptly asks for his inheritance, meaning “I wish you were dead so 
that I can have my money, but if you won’t do me the favour and die, will you give me the 
money now anyway?!” It is shocking and insulting even to us, how much more to the original 
Middle Eastern audience with their huge respect for family values? He says, in effect, ‘I want 
what you can give me, but I don’t want you’. Many people think like that about God today. 
They want ‘the ‘good things of life’ – health, holidays, careers, sex, fun, homes, romance, a 
nice, long and prosperous retirement, but they don’t want them to be the ‘God-things’ of life. 
He is to be ignored and kept out of their life. Here is ‘secularism-with-an-attitude’. Many 
irreligious people are like this today.

b) A distant relationship. He goes off into a ‘far country’. People today are far away from God in 
all kinds of ways – in the ways they think and believe, in the ways they live and feel. Today 
an increasing number, probably a majority, have very little contact with the church or 
exposure to the gospel. They are ‘far away’ from the means of God’s grace and have little 
access to gospel proclamation. In that far country life is basically about ‘pleasing myself’. 
Irreligious people would say that they are at least being ‘authentic’ and not just masquerading.  
They can’t fake it any longer and don’t want to be a hypocrite pretending to be ‘religious’. 

c) Life is spent on pleasure. He ‘squandered his wealth in wild living’ – we probably don’t need 
much of an imagination to know what that means! Today we called it hedonism – living for 
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pleasure. Such a lifestyle is morally empty. People don’t so much make their decisions based 
on what is right or wrong, but what gives them fun. So it was with him.

d) Life can be very messed up. V14 tell us that such a lifestyle has a toll. For him it was financial 
disaster followed by virtual slavery as his life broke down. Many of today’s irreligious 
people, sooner or later, experience a similar thing.  

i) For some it may be psychological. He was lonely and desperate – ‘No one 
gave him anything’. Today people experience a sense of ‘lostness’ and are 
bewildered by life’s fragility, its lack of purpose and meaning. In Britain 
there is a style of music called ‘emo’ music which is dark and emotionally 
intense. It has been linked to a spate of suicides amongst young people who 
experience great angst about their existence. For others, retired people for 
example, there is just that slow wind-down to death and a profound sense of 
hopelessness.

ii) For others it may be sociological damage. He had lost all his so called 
‘friends’. Fair-weather friends they proved to be. Today, many people have 
experienced family breakdown and literally there is no one left to look after 
them in times of stress and strain. Social breakdown leads to a coarseness in 
relationships where people become desperate and claw at what they can get 
from others. 

iii) It may be a physical problem. He was hungry; indeed he became envious of 
pigs and their feed! Addictive type problems abound as people's bodies are 
wrecked by diseases of plenty – too much food, too much drink, too much 
sunshine, too little exercise, let alone drugs, STDs, and the rest.

iv) And there is a spiritual cost to bear. He began to think of ‘home’ and was 
wracked by guilt.  But his spiritual thinking was awry; self-pityingly he 
assumed he had lost his hope of ever belonging to the family, but he thought  
he maybe could bargain his way back. The thought of sheer grace was not 
part of his mindset. Today many people who know they are far from God 
are sure he will have no interest in them, that he is only out to ‘get them’. 
They are stung by their sense of ignorance and perhaps guilt, and assume 
there are lots of things they must do before they can be accepted.

How he is ‘found’

Can such a lost boy be found? Jesus says ‘Yes!’ How?

He points to:

a)A searching father. While he was still a long way off, the father saw him; it means he must have 
always been looking, hoping for a return. He then did the unthinkable – he ran down the road 
to meet him. His compassion motivated him. Elderly Middle Eastern men never run, let alone 
in the sight of their neighbours, and especially to welcome back such a disreputable wretch! 
But he did.
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b)A forgiving father. The son can’t get his speech out; he is surrounded by tokens of the father’s 
full forgiveness. Returning lost irreligious people do not have to ‘smarten up their act’ before 
they are welcomed by heaven. 

c)A celebrating father. Such a return is a cause of great joy. There is a feast, a ring, a 
reinstatement, and all because he was found. He who once was ‘dead in sin’ is now alive – 
‘God who is rich in mercy, made us alive...’ (Eph 2:4)

Clearly for Jesus, there was no reluctance on God’s part to receive, forgive, and treat such a returning 
irreligious person, as one of the family. 

2) The second lost boy

Irreligious people are obviously lost. But what we are not expecting is there is another lost son, but he 
is lost in a very different way! This is the shock of the story.

When he hears about the return of his brother and the party being thrown, his true self is exposed. We 
see that he is far from the father as well.

So what are his characteristics?

a) He is a conformist; he has ‘never disobeyed your orders’. Irreligious people ‘break all the 
rules’ and are far from God. Religious people seek ‘to keep all the rules’ and...are far from 
God! Notice how he characterises his obedience – ‘all these years I’ve slaved for you’. That’s 
what he really thinks. He has grudgingly done what is right, but not out of joyful obedience to 
his father. 

b) He is self-centred, even if in a less obvious way. He hasn’t been able to ‘celebrate with my 
friends’. No mention of his father being there, but only that he has ‘missed out’ on the fun. He 
lives a joyless life. Self-pity dominates – it is just not fair! All my effort is wasted and doesn’t 
get the ‘reward’ I think I deserve. He probably realises that the party is at his expense too – 
after all the younger one has spent his share, now everything left belongs to this brother and 
he obviously resents it being spent by his father in this way.

c) There is no intimacy with his father. Though he is ‘always with me’, and everything the father 
has ‘is his’, he doesn’t appreciate the father at all. There is no emotional bonding as his 
brother  comes back and gets all the attention. He doesn’t share the fathers’ joy at such an 
amazing return.

d) He is overtly critical of the younger brother. He doesn’t even call him ‘brother’ – just ‘this son 
of yours’! He puts him in the worst possible light – ‘squandered with prostitutes’. He is just a 
‘waster’! He has no sense of the younger one’s experience of pain and grief and ‘lostness’. 
And he doesn’t think he deserves such a welcome – ‘why have you wasted a fattened calf on 
him?’ There is no real awareness of the grace in the fathers’ heart. At best a religious person 
may think it is ‘nice’ if sinners are found - as long as they now behave properly in our church. 
Most of the time they are far more critical than that.

e) He is on the outside at the end. His father goes out to him to plead with him to ‘be found too’.  
Does he go in? We don’t know! The reason? Jesus wants you to put yourself there and ask 
yourself whether, as a very religious person, you will respond to God’s grace and ‘go in’ as 
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others are doing (vs1, 2). Jesus told these stories to help the religious people who were 
watching him welcome back returning ‘irreligious people’. He wanted them to ask themselves 
if they were actually not like that elder brother and perhaps could be ‘lost’ as he was.

And it is a question that we must ask ourselves too. It may be that we are religious – trying to obey the 
rules of moral conduct and church worship without really knowing God’s mercy and forgives.

Or it may be that even if we are God’s children, by grace through faith, we have begun to settle into a 
life that looks like this elder brother. It is perilously easy for Christians to become ‘religious’ and 
slowly to lose a sense of joy in their own salvation.

It is a danger as you get older too – have you noticed as you get older you can become critical and 
‘touchy’. In the UK we call it ‘the grumpy old man’ problem!

Tragically many real Christians show signs of religion rather than vital heartfelt Christianity.

Some of the same features can begin to be seen when we settle for a ‘religious’ life rather than a 
grace-receiving life. 

So believers can:

a) Lack intimacy with their heavenly Father. Prayers can become routine, perhaps with lots of 
requests. There is little worship and adoration. We pray because either we think we ought to, 
or because of something we really want. But we don’t enjoy just being in his presence and 
delighting in who he is.

b) They feel stunted in their growth. It looks as if they have ‘plateaued’. They have ‘heard it all 
before’. Sometimes there is a real feeling that ‘God has let me down’. They point to all their 
prayers, giving, attendance, and obedience, and then something bad happens and God ‘has not 
been there when I needed him’. It is as if they have struck a bargain – I will do what you say 
so that you must look after me the way I think you should. Such behaviour is more to do with 
religion and ‘doing enough’ to keep in with God rather than believing a gospel of grace and 
responding to God’s mercy.

c) They can be very difficult in church life. They aren’t warmly enthusiastic about much, 
preferring to get their own way. They often don't like things to change at all, and can moan 
about initiatives to reach more people. They don’t have much enthusiasm, but are quick to 
grumble.

d) They are severely critical or overly demanding of new believers. There is not much joy in 
their evangelism. Their outreach is more about proving ‘those bad people wrong, as well as 
wicked’. The idea of ‘winning people to Christ’ is alien to them. They say that the pastor 
should ‘look after the flock’ and not concentrate on those who don’t come to church. 
Compassion for lost people, and patience with them, are virtues that you don’t see very 
clearly in believers who are becoming like the elder brother!

So this story not only paints two ways of being lost, it also warns us that are found that we must be 
careful of becoming like the religious elder brother. We must not let habits creep into our hearts that 
spoil our joining the joy of heaven when sinners are found.

Is there an antidote to this happening?  I think there is.
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3) Christianity – a third way to live!

To understand this is very important. Nearly all the irreligious people around us, the majority of 
people in Western Europe now, assume when you talk about Christianity that you are talking about 
‘religion’. They assume that what you are saying is this, “You are living a bad life. You must live a 
good life, and become religious like me. Then God will accept you”. They know nothing else. They 
assume it works like that. They are strangers to grace. They also may know a few religious people 
who are like the elder brother and they think to themselves “Why would I want to become like that!? I 
don’t want to become negative, boring, dull, judgemental, narrow-minded, bigoted, critical and 
unkind.” So they reject the message.

We need to make it very clear that we are presenting something completely different – neither ‘Please 
yourself and break all the rules’ nor ‘Try hard to keep all the rules and, maybe, you will be loved’. The 
gospel tells me that Jesus kept all the rules for me, so that I can be accepted, and now I can joyfully 
respond with real obedience to God’s lavish grace and complete acceptance in Christ.

Here in this passage Jesus gives us pointers. Commentators have noted a ‘Trinitarian structure’. The 
first story concentrates on the good shepherd, the second has light shining in dark places and the third 
focuses on a forgiving father.

In the last story it is particularly noteworthy that the father shows the same attitude of grace towards 
the lost religious boy as to the once-lost-but-now-found irreligious boy. He goes out to him. He hears 
his insults, as he once heard the insults of the other son, but he doesn’t retaliate. Instead he meets it 
with a generosity of spirit and willingness to bring this son into the party too. He only point so out to 
him what grace really means – ‘we had to be glad when the dead become alive’.

The wider Bible also gives us a great antidote to becoming like this elder brother. How? It points us to 
a true elder brother. Our true elder brother is the Son of the Father who did not stay at home. He left 
everything he had to go on a search-and-rescue mission to ‘bring many sons to glory’. He was not 
ashamed to ‘call us brothers’ (Hebrews 2:10, 11) and share our humanity so that he could free us. And 
he paid for it all – all was his, yet he gave that up for us. (2 Cor 8:9). We had squandered all God’s 
good gifts and deserved nothing but rejection. Yet he chose to lose his sense of ‘Son/Father’ at the 
cross and descended into the darkness of “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” All so that, 
at his expense, the riches of God’s grace can be ours so freely. And he brings us home, not reluctantly, 
but sharing in the Fathers’ joy (Hebrews 12:2). It was the joy of you being found that kept him at the 
cross!

As we look to our true elder brother, as we see and believe in the grace he has for sinners, whether 
they are irreligious or religious, it will keep our hearts form growing cold and losing their own joy in 
what God is doing.

As we believe in him, we will share his heart for lost people. Missionary churches suffused with his 
grace are what are so desperately needed today. We need believers like their true elder brother so that 
people will hear of an amazing grace that can save them, as it has us. That will bring great joy to 
heaven.
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