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SERMONS 2020/1: PRAYER, EVANGELISM. DISCIPLESHIP 

REPENTANCE: Or,  

On Turning Slaves into Sons... 

 
INTRO 
 
I want to examine the opening words of the Prayer and the Creed today 
 

• “Our Father” 
• “I believe in God the Father” 

 
I want to show you why these words are first, how the first step in discipleship begins. 
Repentance. The journey begins here. But let me get us going with some key voices from the 
theological tradition. 
 
The martyr and African Bishop St. Cyprian of Carthage said:  

“The new man, born again and restored to his God by His grace, says ‘Father,’ in the first 
place because he has now begun to be a son.” (He’s commenting on the first words of the 

Prayer!) 
 
Next John Calvin, 16th C Reformer, said of humans searching for God:  
 
“we cannot aspire to Him in earnest until we have begun to be displeased with ourselves.” 

(Inst. I.1.1) 
 

He also claimed (I.2.1) that  
 

“no man will now, in the present ruin of the human race, perceive God to be .... father.” 
 

For God to be perceived as a good Father, therefore, something must change in the natural 
self. Grace must enter in. 
 
Calvin, who rightly believed repentance a consequence or effect of grace, says elsewhere 
(Inst. III, 3.1): it  
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“is certain that no man can embrace the grace of the Gospel without retaking himself from 
the errors of his former life into the right path, and making it his whole study to practice 
repentance.”1 
  
The first step in the Christian life, therefore, coincides virtually with praying “our Father” or 
saying with the Creed “I believe in God the Father”. 
 
The first step — and the first, if not the most important word, is “repentance”, which means 
to turn around and walk in the opposite direction from where you were headed! 
 
We know repentance comes first not just because Calvin said it(!) but because in Jesus’ early 
preaching he told people to “repent” and “believe the Good News”. 
  
If I want to live as a follower of Jesus, praying the Prayer and living the Creed, I first must 
repent of two things:  
 

• my old false self — the slave — and  

• the old way of life this false, slave self embodied. 
 
Repentance is a movement away from self and sin and towards God and Christ. It involves 
the destruction of the ego and its distorted storytelling and vain ambitions: 
 

“Repent, then, and turn around towards God, so that he will forgive your sins.” (Acts 3.19) 
 
This usually starts with an admission that I’ve been on the wrong path; Scripture advises me: 
 

“You will never succeed in life if you try to hide your sins. Confess them and give them up; 
then God will show mercy to you”. (Proverbs 28:13) 

 
What is that old way of life for you? Pride, gambling, sensualism, pornography? 
  
Here we must turn to the story of the Prodigal Son for help (Luke 15.11-32) because in this 
gripping parable Jesus explains how God’s love turns slaves into sons. Repentance starts 
this journey for us. 
 
Only as this occurs, can we take up the words of the “our Father” and make them our own, 
and only if, like the prodigal son we get off the wrong path and get back on the right one, 
journeying from God to God, can we say with confidence, in the Creed, “I believe in God the 
Father”. 
  
In the story of the “lost son” we discover how Sin corrupts our thinking and our desires, 
giving us  
 

 
1  Against Jesus’ own words Calvin believed faith preceded repentance, but I agree with him that repentance 
cannot exist without faith. They are virtually simultaneous events: #5: “I am not unaware that under the term 
repentance is comprehended the whole work of turning to God, of which not the least important part is 
faith…”. 
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• a false image of the self (a slave not a son),  

• a distorted image of God (a love affair with mere creatures not the Creator), and  

• a perverse relation to others (works not grace and trust).  
 
In our slavery we turn to both sin (partying) and religion/morality, but we come in the end 
to find that neither satisfies. 
 
We are the gentiles who have, as Paul writes in Romans, 
 
“exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather 
than the Creator--who is forever praised. Amen.” (Romans 1.25) 
 
That’s my true story from which I must be delivered. Repentance begins this journey.  
 
Two extreme false roads beckon to us in my experience as 2,000 years of church history 
suggests; the two extremes are 
 

• partygoing (spiritual tourism) 

• religious austerity (the cloistered straightjacket) 
 
Both are unhealthy and distorted ways of being and seeing. 
 
Only the true Father’s embrace can set us straight as the Prodigal discovers to his eternal 
joy; for he who ran from God the Father on a fantasy journey to a “far country” of spiritual 
tourism returns to be utterly enveloped in everlasting embrace of love and acceptance. 
  
Let’s turn to Luke 15 and start by looking at the context, then the content, then the 
contrition: 
 

• CONTEXT 

• CONTENT 

• CONTRITION 
 

1. THE CONTEXT 

 
Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear Jesus. 2 But the 

Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with 
them.” (Luke 15.1-2) 

 
The point here is the conflict between Jesus’ correct view of God — God is ABSOLUTE Father 
— and the Pharisees’ false view — to be Father is to be Slave-Master. 
 
The Pharisees worshipped the wrong God, as many people in our day do, a God made in 
their own slavish image. A creature not the Creator! 
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Because they were moral slaves not free sons they took God for a slave master. This slavery 
embodied itself in two forms, two ways of relating to God or running from God: a slavery 
rooted in fear, or hireling status rooted in wages. Slaves and hirelings are not real sons. 
What will make them real sons: the love of God.   
 
Jesus knew God as Father. He’s the Son!  
 
So he displays the same heart as God the Father by eating with sinners. That’s the context!  
 
Jesus was showing the presence of the Kingdom by his merciful treatment of sinners. The 
kingdom was based around a meal right? A wedding feast! Jesus was showing it and living 
into it by eating with sinners. 
 
However, to educate and overcome the religious hyper-ventilations of the Pharisees he tells 
three parables about a  
 

• lost coin,  

• sheep, and  

• son. 
 
Bear that in mind because there’s a couple of surprises in the Parable of the Lost Prodigal 
Son. 
 
One surprise is actually quite obvious when you keep the context in mind. The older brother 
is really a Pharisee; he has the heart of the hireling, whose love for his good father is servile: 
he just serves to get paid his wages. He hates the generosity and mercy of his father 
because everything for him is wages. He’s a hired slave and for him God is slave master.  
 
This is the whole world of the religious outlook or mindset. It’s available today in churches, 
too. It’s another form of slavery! He loves the family assets not the Father who provides 
them, he loves the creature not the Creator. 
 
We see this at the end when the Prodigal returns to the Father’s gracious welcome. The 
older brother who stayed home in the dutiful world of religion immediately displays the 
religious Phariseeic mindset. 
 

“The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded 
with him. 29 But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and 
never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate 

with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with 
prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 

31 “‘My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32 But 
we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; 

he was lost and is found.’” (Luke 22.28-32) 
 
So the older boy is a hireling — a kind of Phariseeic slave-type who serves for pay. He loves 
the creature not the Creator; he and his religion are alienated. 
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The second surprise is kind of obvious, too.  
 
The younger son is a slave, too. He’s enslaved to his passions and the party lifestyle, (he 
squandered his life with partying in the “far country” in some kind of spiritual tourism) 
that’s why he turns his back on his father. He literally lives as a slave: 
 
13 “Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country 
and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14 After he had spent everything, there was 
a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired 
himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16 He longed 

to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. 
(15.13-16) 

Not only is he a slave in the “far country” but he plans to be a slave when he returns to his 
father; he doesn’t get God as father so much as slave master: 
 
“When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have food to 
spare, and here I am starving to death! 18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to 
him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son; make me like one of your hired servants.’ 20 So he got up and went to his 

father. (vv.17-20) 
 
He’s still kind of thinking as a slave, but he’s on the way back from the far country.  
 
So how does God take slaves — both religious and worldly — and turn them into true sons? 
That might well be the most important question the 21st century church has to answer. 
 
The pathway is the same for all of us. We have to come to recognise God as Father. 
 
Consider the Prayer and the Creed! 
 

• “Our father” 
• “God the Father” 

 
The pathway is repentance. I have to stop misdescribing God and also therefore 
misdescribing my own life.  
 
But how does repentance come about? Here’s the answer: 
 

“do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing 
that the goodness of God leads you to repentance?” (Romans 2.4) 

Does being told off return us to God? What returns us to God? 
 

2. THE CONTENT 
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The content of repentance is God’s kindness, the gift of the Fathers’ heart: 
 
“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for 

him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.” (Luke 15.20) 
 
This is where true prayer begins; it’s where true discipleship begins. When we’ve been 
embraced like this — then we find ability to begin the prayer our first baby words in the 
Christian life: “our father”. Pater Noster. 
 
This is when the scales fall from our eyes. It’s all grace. Notice it happens  
 
“while he was still a long way off”... 
 
He’s in the far country but a seeker.  
 
Grace reaches to me to show me God’s heart for me. Do you know God loves you? Are you 
certain? Have you been embraced by a content like that.  
 
That embrace takes slaves and turns them into sons. 
 
The content of that embrace — God’s merciful hug — changes the content of my character. 
The Holy Spirit is how God hugs us. 
 
What’s the effect t of the Holy Spirit hug? 
 
 

3. THE CONTRITION 

 
What often happens when this hug occurs? 
 
The 1563 Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 33 says: 
 

Q.88: 
What is the true repentance or conversion of man? 

A. 
It is the dying of the old nature 

and the coming to life of the new. 
 
The old nature is a slave being. The new nature is a true child. 
 

Q.89: 
What is the dying of the old nature? 

A. 
It is to grieve with heartfelt sorrow 
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that we have offended God by our sin, 
and more and more to hate it 

and flee from it. 
 

Here is contrition.  
 
This Latin word has to do with rocks being broken and pounded to fine dust. That’s an image 
of the sinful human heart. When God draws near there is cleansing and healing — which 
means pain and tears (typically). That is how the old life is destroyed and washed away. 
 
What is it replaced by 
 

Q.90: 
What is the coming to life 

of the new nature? 
A. 

It is a heartfelt joy 
in God through Christ,  
and a love and delight 

to live according to the will of God 
in all good works 

 
Joy. That’s why there’s a party in the Prodigal story. Slaves don’t have joy, only fear. Only 
sons can be full of real joy. 
 

But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring 
on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast 

and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ 
So they began to celebrate. (15.22-24) 

 
The Father explains this to the older brother: 
 

“But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive 
again; he was lost and is found.’” (v.32) 

Here’s the verse that describes the painful process of moving from slavery to sonship by 
true repentance. Say it with me: 
 
“You turned my wailing into dancing; you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy,” 

Psalm 30.11. 
 
That’s the Prodigal’s story in a nutshell. Is it your story? My story? Is it time to start afresh 
with repentance (and maybe tears)? 
 
Anointing – this is a sign of God’s Spirit and how the Father turns slaves into sons through 
Jesus.  
 
AMEN  
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