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Scripture to Read
John 20:21

Comment 1
As we saw last time, this portion of the Fourth 

Gospel moves rather quickly. In this Gospel’s 
dramatic portrayal, the risen and ascended Jesus 
quietly appears to a group of disciples who are 
gathered together, probably in or near Jerusalem. 

The exact timing isn’t clear, but an earlier 
reference to this happening on “the eighth day” 
seems to suggest that it was the holy, concluding 
day of a major Jewish festival, a time when God’s 
people were to gather together in celebration of 
God’s divine blessing.

Comment 2
Once again, Jesus fervently prays, “Peace be 

with you.” It’s as if he wants fear to be gone. It’s 
as if he wants these timid disciples to become 
courageous agents of peace in a world that keeps 
being torn asunder.

And then, almost immediately, we hear Jesus 
declaring, “As the Father sent me, so send I you.” 
There’s a suggestion that our mission is to be no 
different from the mission that Jesus undertook 
as the Anointed Child of the Holy One. In other 
words, we too are to live as God’s children. We 
too are to serve as God’s transforming agents in a 
mean and divided world.

Comment 3
The rapid shift from “Peace be with you” to 

the bold statement about our being “sent” to 
minister in the same way that Jesus ministered is 
hardly accidental. By his life, Jesus showed whose 
Child he was. By our lives, we are to do the same.

And our mission, like Jesus’ mission, in-
cludes the breaking down of walls that divide. It 
includes the bringing of an embracing grace to 
those who have been shunted aside or forced to 
huddle in fear. 

A similar theme appears in Matthew 5:9, 
where we read: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they shall be called the children of God.”

Scripture to Read
John 20:22

Comment 4
And then, while we are still reeling from the 

dramatic commission that we and all disciples 
have been given, we feel the air stirring. It’s a 
“wind,” blowing on us and in us and through us. 
According to the Fourth Gospel, it’s the breath 
of God. It’s that creative, transforming “breath” 
that blows where it wills (John 3:7–8). It’s “new 
birth” breath, never hindered or constricted by 
our world’s narrow thinking.

Breathing on his gathered disciples, Jesus 
whispers, “Receive ye the holy spirit. Receive ye 
that spirit that flows from Above. Receive that 
spirit that transforms and renews and brings new 
things to life. Let it blow in you and through you 
so that you will be led and guided every step of 
the way—just as was I.”

SeSSion 78: John 20:21–23 and Luke 15:1–32, with a related text from Numbers

Savior, like a shepherd lead us…



Scripture to Read
John 20:23

Comment 5
This verse, which is often quoted out of con-

text, is very much connected to what has gone 
before.

Jesus tells his gathered disciples not only to 
“receive” the holy spirit of God but to “remit” the 
sins of others. As we saw last time, some newer 
translations change the wording to “forgive,” but 
the Greek word that is used here is more like “re-
mit,” which means to release or let go of some-
thing. As this verse makes clear, it’s the opposite 
of “retaining” or holding onto to something.

Comment 6
In other words, if we are to “receive” the holy 

spirit of God, that peacemaking breath from 
Above that embraces and transforms, then we 
must simultaneously “let go” of that corrupt-
ing, destructive spirit to which we so often cling, 
that spirit that causes us to condemn or demean 
others because of small or great wrongs that they 
may have done.

From beginning to end, the Fourth Gospel 
suggests that we have to choose. We can be led 
by the spirit that blesses—or by the spirit that 
bashes. It’s a choice that is presented to us in oth-
er Gospels as well, though often in different con-
texts and with different words.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:1–2

For Discussion
In what ways does the murmuring or grum-

bling of these religious leaders reflect the choice 
that is offered to us by the Fourth Gospel?

In what ways does this murmuring or grum-
bling reflect the attitude of both religious and 
non-religious people in our own world?

Comment 7
In all of the Gospels, we find good religious 

people “murmuring” about Jesus’ actions. They 

“grumble” about the embracing, transforming 
divine breath that is blowing in him and through 
him. In Luke 15, we find these good religious 
people “murmuring” about the way in which Je-
sus held welcoming meals with individuals who 
were seen by others as deeply immoral. They 
wanted to blame rather than to bless. They want-
ed to build walls rather than to invite others into 
God’s transforming peace.

Some scholars think that Luke’s description 
of this “murmuring” is a deliberate echo of lan-
guage that appears in the ancient story of the ex-
odus from Egypt.

Scripture to Read
Numbers 13:33—14:4

Comment 8
Several times in the story of the exodus, the 

people of God “murmur” against Moses and 
Aaron. They even “murmur” against the gracious 
God who is leading them to freedom.

In this scene from the book of Numbers, 
there’s a report that the promised land is filled 
with “giants.” The people become fearful. They 
grumble. They say to one another, “Let’s appoint 
someone else as our leader. Then let’s head back 
to Egypt. Let’s head back to slavery.”

Comment 9
Through this careful allusion to the exodus 

story, Luke is perhaps suggesting that those who 
“murmur” against others may think that they are 
upholding what is right. They may think that 
they are being wise. 

But as the Fourth Gospel likewise suggests, if 
the ways of those who “murmur” is adopted, if 
we are constantly “retaining” the perceived sins 
of others, the result will be disastrous for us. The 
“road” for those who “murmur” is a road that 
leads back to Egypt. It’s the road of bondage, a 
road that seeks to destroy the fresh breath of life 
and love that God seeks to implant in every heart.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:3–5



Comment 10
In response to the “murmuring” of those who 

would plunge the world back into bondage and 
oppression, Jesus tells a parable. The whole para-
ble consists of a single long question.

Imagine a man who has a hundred sheep, he 
says. If one of those sheep gets separated from 
the others, won’t the owner of the sheep leave the 
ninety-nine in order to search for the one who 
has been separated from the others, and won’t he 
keep searching until he finds it? Then, when he 
finds it, won’t he put that sheep on his shoulders 
and bring it back to the flock, rejoicing that the 
whole flock is together once again?

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:6–7

Comment 11
Heaven rejoices, says Luke, when the flock is 

complete, when the sheep are united, when sep-
aration and division are no more. And if heaven 
is rejoicing, asks Luke, shouldn’t we be rejoicing 
as well?

In the parable, God is portrayed as a gath-
erer and not as a scatterer, a shepherd and not 
a thief. Similar imagery is found in the Fourth 
Gospel. John 10:14 portrays Jesus as saying, “I am 
the good shepherd. I know my own, and my own 
know me.” And in John 11:52, we are told that 
from the beginning Jesus had been sent—as we 
now are sent—“to gather into one the scattered 
children of God.” To do that, we have to be filled 
with the holy breath of the spirit that blesses—
not the spirit that bashes.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:8–9

Comment 12
In the Greek text of Luke, verses 8 and 9 con-

stitute a single question. There’s no easy way to 
convey this in English, but that’s how Luke pres-
ents it.

In effect, Luke is asking his readers to consid-
er whether any poor peasant woman, having lost 

a tenth of her life savings, would not look dili-
gently for the coin that became separated from 
the others and, upon finding it, would not invite 
her friends and neighbors to join her in rejoicing 
because her resources were once again whole and 
undivided?

For Discussion
In what ways, if any, is this second parable 

similar to the first?

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:10

Comment 13
Once again, we are told that there is joy in 

heaven when God’s people are gathered, when 
God’s family is whole. Luke tells us that those 
who live “in the presence of the angels” rejoice 
every time the whole family of God is pulled  
back together.

In John 20:11–18, a weeping Mary Magdalene 
bends down and peers into the tomb where she 
believes Jesus’ body had been laid. As she peers 
into the tomb, she discovers that she’s “in the 
presence of angels.” Those angels ask her why she 
is weeping. They believe she should be rejoicing. 
Startled by a voice behind her, calling her name, 
she turns around—and discovers God’s Anointed 
One. “Go quickly,” says Jesus. “Tell my disciples 
that the time for rejoicing has come, for through 
me—and through you—the scattered children of 
God are being gathered into one family.”

Comment 14
Each of the parables in this chapter of Luke 

ends with the one who has done the finding in-
viting friends and neighbors to join together in 
joy. Nowhere in these parables do we find the lost 
sheep or the lost coin rejoicing. Rather, in each 
case, it’s a gathered community that rejoices.

Luke offers these parables as a challenge to all 
of us who are tempted to “murmur.” The para-
bles are a challenge to all of us who are tempted 
to “retain” the perceived sins of others. In each of 
the parables, “friends and neighbors” are urged 



to quit their “murmuring”—and start sharing in 
the joy of God’s all-inclusive, never-failing love. 
It’s what happens when we let go of the spirit that 
bashes and receive instead the spirit that blesses.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:11–12

Comment 15
Luke now begins a third parable. This one is 

among the longest and most elaborately devel-
oped of all the parables found in Luke.

Like the two parables we just examined, this 
one is presented as a direct response by Jesus to 
the unhappy “murmuring” of God’s people.

Comment 16
In the parable as Luke presents it, a certain 

man has two sons. In Palestine’s traditional econ-
omy, a father and his sons would farm together. 
Theirs would be a joint effort, undertaken for 
their common benefit, based on their common 
ownership of the farm’s resources.

But in this parable, the younger of the two 
sons does the unthinkable. He demands to go his 
own way. He demands to be given his share of the 
family’s joint assets. To divide a farm in this way 
will seriously hurt those who are left behind—as 
well as the one who goes his own way. Yet the 
younger son insists that the assets be divided. 
As a result, the wholeness of the farm—and the 
wholeness of the family—is destroyed.

For Discussion
How deep might run the pain of those who 

were abandoned by an action such as this?
In what ways do people experience similar 

levels of pain today?

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:13

Comment 17
Anyone hearing Jesus tell this story would 

have been deeply grieved. Not only does the 
younger son cruelly turn his back on his fam-

ily and destroy the wholeness of his family’s 
economic life but he goes “into a far country,” 
further deepening the division. In addition, rath-
er than trying to salvage something from what 
he has been given, the younger son proceeds to 
waste everything on “riotous living.”

In Jesus’ day, the average person hearing this 
story would view the younger son as a worthless 
and immoral person, deserving of nothing but 
scorn. In the average person, the description of 
his behavior would most likely provoke a deep 
and abiding anger. This could lead to the kind of 
despising of another human being that is hard to 
“remit,” hard to let go of.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:14–16

Comment 18
The story gets worse. A famine arises. The 

younger son has nothing to live on, nothing to 
eat. He has separated himself from his family—
and from his people. There’s no one to turn to, 
no one who cares. He pleads for help, but no one 
will give him a thing.

“Serves him right,” some early hearers of the 
story may have thought, reflecting an attitude 
that we all sometimes share.

Comment 19
Because the younger son is now living among 

Gentiles in a far country, he is forced to take a 
job feeding swine—the worst of all animals to 
a Jew. At one time, he was part-owner of land. 
Now he’s nothing but a starving day laborer, liv-
ing in an alien environment, longing for a taste 
of the empty husks that he’s giving the swine.

If the original hearers of this story already had 
reason to hate the man, these new details would 
cause their disgust to run even deeper. Through 
his own choices, the younger son has become 
immoral and impure. In the eyes of most Jews 
in Jesus’ day, the younger son would be seen as 
violating some of the most important standards 
and commands in scripture. He would be seen as 
a “sinner” through and through.



For Discussion
If we were to recast this story in our day, what 

might provoke similar levels of disgust?

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:17–19

Comment 20
In Luke’s telling of the story, the younger 

son finally “comes to himself.” In other words, 
he comes to his senses. He realizes that he’s now 
nothing but a day laborer, a hired hand living in 
“a far country” that exploits its workers and treats 
them with contempt. 

He remembers how his father always com-
pensated the farm’s hired hands generously. But 
he knows his own people will now view him with 
scorn. They’ll see him as a traitor, a sinner of the 
lowest degree. And his father, if he “retains” that 
same view, will never again want him as a son.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:20a

Comment 21
The younger son makes his way back to the 

area from which he had come. He has a plan. 
He’s going to beg his father to hire him as a la-
borer on the farm. 

He doesn’t know if the plan will work. After 
all, people in the village will consider him “un-
clean.” They will be mad and angry. Some may 
spit in his face. In the eyes of the village, he has 
humiliated and shamed his father. That’s a crime 
that they won’t easily forget—or easily forgive. 
But if his father will hire him, he will at least have 
something to eat.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:20

Comment 22
We are invited to imagine the younger son 

trudging along, nervously wondering what will 
happen. In his mind, he perhaps goes over what 
to say, what to do. But long before he can present 

his plan—long before he can say, “I’m sorry”—
his father comes running.

Residents of the village are stunned. Without 
any restraint—without any questions, without 
demands for change, without any requirements 
for “cleansing” or “repentance”—the father 
reaches out and kisses and embraces his son. To 
use the language of John 20, he chooses to “re-
mit” the sins of his son. He chooses to “release” 
them rather than to “retain” them. He lets go of 
blame so that he can be an agent of blessing.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:21–22

Comment 23
Before the son can say anything—and before 

the son can even propose his plan—his father is 
embracing him and kissing him. 

Finally, the son blurts out his belief that in his 
father’s eyes—and in the eyes of “heaven” as he 
understands it—he is no longer “worthy” to be 
called his father’s son.

Luke could have then said, “So, in light of 
this confession, the father was willing to consider 
the plan in which the man would become a sec-
ond-class hired servant on the father’s farm.”

However, that’s not what the text says.

Comment 24
After the wayward son makes his proposal, 

we get not the word so but rather the word but. 
In other words, the actions of the father do not 
follow from what the son has said. The son makes 
his speech about being “not worthy” to be treated 
like a son, “but,” says Luke, the father immedi-
ately said to his servants, “bring forth the best 
robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his 
hand, and shoes on his feet.”

The father’s response is not the logical result 
of his son’s words. Rather, the father’s response is 
entirely grounded in his joy at having his family 
whole once again.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:23–24



Comment 25
In Luke’s parable, the father essentially ig-

nores the son’s words—especially the words 
about being “unworthy.” 

As Jesus reminds his disciples in John 20, you 
can’t restore the unity of a family or a communi-
ty—or the frail and scattered and often destruc-
tive children of God—if certain people are con-
signed to “second-class” status by those who are 
more inclined to blame than to bless. Both John 
and Luke know that we can’t have wholeness if 
certain people are pushed away for being differ-
ent or are hammered to the ground by those who 
“retain” the sins of others rather than “remitting” 
or “releasing” the demeaning labels that we so of-
ten put on others.

Comment 26
In Luke’s parable, there is no way for the 

younger son to restore what has been destroyed. 
He can’t undo the choices he made or undo the 
pain he has caused. But the compassionate father, 
the one in whom the breath of God flows, never 
asks him to do so.

Rather, the wayward son is treated with hon-
or. He’s treated with respect. He’s treated with 
dignity. The best calf on the farm is slaughtered. 
A great feast is scheduled. Before the son even 
knows what’s happening, a celebration begins. 
“Let us eat and be merry!” cries the father.

For Discussion
In what ways is the father’s response to the 

son’s return similar or different from what we saw 
in the two short parables that proceed it in this 
chapter of Luke?

What practical impact should these parables 
have on us?

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:24

Comment 27
“My son was dead,” says the father. In oth-

er words, my family was incomplete. My family 
was divided. We were broken apart. “But now 

my son has arisen,” says the father. Wholeness is 
returned. Unity is found.

For that reason, says Luke, “they began to be 
merry.” As in the story of the woman who found 
the lost coin—and as in the story of the shepherd 
who found the lost sheep—the whole household 
rejoices. It’s a rejoicing grounded in the rejoicing 
of heaven. It’s a rejoicing of those who have so 
fully “received” the holy spirit of God that they 
are beginning to behave as God behaves.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:25–26

Comment 28
Luke could have ended the parable with the 

household’s merry rejoicing.
But the context in which this parable is 

presented is a context in which Jesus is responding 
to the “murmuring” of certain biblical scholars 
and religious leaders who are unhappy about 
the way that “publicans and sinners” continually 
draw near to Jesus—and about the way he rejoices 
with them over a meal.

Comment 29
So Luke now introduces another side to the 

story—a side involving the “elder” brother, the 
member of the family who one would think was 
most deeply in touch with the feelings of his fa-
ther, the member of the family whose actions 
should most clearly mirror the will and the ways 
of his father.

Returning from the fields, the elder son hears 
music and dancing. He calls aside one of the ser-
vants—and asks what this means.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:27

Comment 30
The servant explains to the elder son that his 

younger brother “is come.” It’s as simple as that. 
There’s no word of the brother’s “confession.” 
There’s no snide remark about the brother’s “un-
worthy” behavior. There’s no mention of the 



brother’s “plan” to move into a second-class role.
Rather, the servant simply says that the re-

joicing is because the family is once again com-
plete. The one whom the village had hated and 
scorned is back with them—“safe and sound.”

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:28a

Comment 31
On hearing the news, the elder son is angry. 

He murmurs. He complains. Fury is on his lips. 
He feels his father has betrayed him. He feels his 
father has failed to “retain” the proper standards. 
Has his father never read the scriptures?

A party is going on. But, significantly, Luke 
says that the elder son “would not go in.” By re-
fusing to make merry, it’s the self-righteous elder 
son who now destroys the unity of the family, 
who now refuses to embody his father’s will and 
his father’s way.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:28b–29

Comment 32
The father comes out and begs his son to join 

the festivities. But the elder son refuses. 
His words are highly revealing. He arrogantly 

declares that he has “served” the father for many 
years, never transgressing “at any time” any of the 
father’s commandments. The parallel to the at-
titude of many deeply religious people in Jesus’ 
day—and in our own day—couldn’t be clearer. 
The elder son thinks he’s “worthy,” while oth-
ers—including his own brother—are not.

To use the language of John 20 as it is so 
powerfully expressed in the King James Version, 
the elder son is determined to “retain” the sins of 
others rather than to “remit” or “release” them.

For Discussion
In what ways do we see a similar selfishness 

today?

Comment 33
In Luke’s parable, the elder son goes on to 

accuse the father of not providing sufficient re-
wards for his own supposedly “worthy” behavior. 
You never even gave me a kid, says the elder son, 
referring to a young goat.

The divisiveness that resides in the elder son’s 
heart is further revealed when he adds that he 
would have used the young goat to “make mer-
ry with my friends”—not “our” friends, not the 
community as a whole, but just “my” friends. 

In multiple ways, the Gospels suggest that 
when we fail to “receive the holy spirit” of God, 
the celebrations in which we engage are narrow. 
When we fail to let the breath of God flow in us 
and through us, we divide rather than unite. Our 
guest lists are confined to the privileged few.

Scripture to Read
Luke 15:30

Comment 34
The elder son continues making accusations 

against his father—and in so doing reveals the 
vindictiveness and selfishness that lies in his own 
heart.

He starts by referring to the younger son not 
as my brother but as your son. In other words, 
the elder son refuses to acknowledge his own re-
lationship with this individual whose sins he has 
chosen to “retain.”

Comment 35
The elder son then tries to justify his attitude 

by accusing the younger brother of “devour-
ing” his father’s resources through a relationship 
with harlots. In other words, the elder son—the 
self-righteous, supposedly obedient child—seeks 
to dismiss any rightful relationship with his own 
brother by characterizing him as sexually im-
proper and therefore not a true part of the family.

Clearly the elder brother puts no value on 
wholeness, puts no value on unity, puts no value 
on his own father’s will and his own father’s ways. 
He doesn’t care if one sheep out of a hundred is 
hurt—or if one coin out of ten is lost.



Scripture to Read
Luke 15:31–32

For Discussion
What aspects of the father’s response seem 

important to you—and why?

Comment 36
According to the story as Luke tells it, when 

the younger son returned, he regularly addressed 
his father as “father.” But in Luke’s telling of the 
story, the elder son never addresses his father as 
“father.” It’s as if the elder son is ready to write off 
his father as well as his brother.

Like the children of God who had been led 
through the wilderness—and then grew resentful 
toward God when they approached the prom-
ised land—the elder son is in effect asking to be 
returned to Egypt, not realizing what that will 
mean. He’s no longer satisfied with either his 
brother or his father. In rejecting the breath of 
God, he’s not only hurting others but hurting 
himself as well.

Comment 37
Yet in verse 31, after the elder son has finished 

his ranting, the father still graciously addresses 
him as “son.” The elder son might want to break 
the relationship, but the father won’t hear of it. 
Luke tells us that their lives are intertwined in a 
way that cannot be divided.

Like a sheep gone astray, the elder son can go 
running, but there’s a shepherd who will come 
following. Like a coin that rolls under a bed, the 
son can be hiding, but there’s a poor woman who 
will come searching.

Comment 38
In John 20, Jesus urges his disciples to go 

forth, as he went forth, as agents of peace, re-
mitting and releasing the sins of others so that 
the embracing and transforming breath of God 
might work through us.

Both Luke and John understand that there’s a 
murmuring Destroyer that seeks to creep into the 
lives of even the most religious of people. There’s 

a murmuring Destroyer that wiggles its way into 
our hearts, fomenting arrogance and resentment, 
grudges and accusations. There’s a murmuring 
Destroyer that causes relationships to grow cold, 
that uses selfishness and greed to undermine the 
beauty of the whole.

Comment 39
In their own ways, both Luke and John invite 

us to forsake the murmuring—and join God’s 
merry making. They know we can follow the 
Grumbler who divides and destroys—or we can 
follow the Shepherd who unites and restores.

A hymn attributed to Dorothy Thrupp ex-
presses a similar prayer:

Savior, like a shepherd lead us,
much we need thy tender care;
in thy pleasant pastures feed us,
for our use thy folds prepare.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus,
thou hast bought us, thine we are.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus,
thou hast bought us, thine we are.

Thou hast promised to receive us,
poor and sinful tho’ we be;
thou hast mercy to relieve us,
grace to cleanse and pow’r to free.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus,
early let us turn to thee.
Blessed Jesus, blessed Jesus,
early let us turn to thee.


