
  
March 18, 2007               "THE SLATE IS WIPED CLEANED"   Joshua 5:9-12  

                                    Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32  

This morning we are looking at the story of the Prodigal son.  As Bible stories go, this is one of 
those stories that is told and retold, like the story of David and Goliath, or Jesus walking on wa-
ter.  There are some stories that people remember and use them as examples over and over and 
this is one of those stories.  Many people mistakenly think the word prodigal means something 
like wayward or wandering.  The son leaves his family and wanders off to the nearest big city 
and there the son lives on what the father has given him.  Too many that is why this is called the 
prodigal son, but actually, the word prodigal means wastefully or recklessly extravagant; living 
lavishly abundant.  This is then a story about a son who takes what his father gives to him and 
lives like a king, not the fact that the son left the family but the way the means by which he lived 
after he left.  

Just recently there was an article in the paper about a man, who we could say was a prodigal son.  
You may have seen the article and the fact the son is now charged with neglect of an elderly per-
son and I think some charge that has to do with swindling.  The father fell and severely injured 
his back almost two years ago.  The son, instead of taking the father to the hospital, put the father 
in bed, and since the fall the father as pretty much been confined to his bed. The son took the fa-
ther's money and wasted it away living like a movie star.  How it was discovered was the man's 
daughter, the father's granddaughter, kept calling and asking about her grandfather as he raised 
her.  Originally she would talk to him, but since the fall, her father always had an excuse for the 
grandfather not coming to the phone, three weeks ago or so, she called the police to go and check 
on her grandfather and that is when they found him in bed, dehydrated, not getting his medicine 
and his bank accounts almost empty.  It was then discovered what an extravagant life the son has 
been living in this time period at his father's expense and his money.  So there are modern day 
prodigal sons, and I am sure that all of us have at sometime or another lived a life similar to but 
maybe not as extravagant as that of the prodigal son.  It is very easy to do, with credit cards, we 
see something we want or something we want to do to, we can't afford it but we buy it anyway, 
that is being prodigal in nature.   That's what this is about a son who lives beyond his means, a 
prodigal son.  

Often times we criticize the prodigal son for taking his inheritance when he did and leaving, but 
what we have to do is realize and see him in the culture in which he was raised.   What the father 
did in giving the son his inheritance is not really that uncommon today.  Many parents have 
given gifts and things to their children now rather than to wait until after the parents have passed 
away, and that is done sometimes to help the children out or so that the parents can see the joy 
that is given to the children; but in the culture of this story, for the son to come to the father and 
ask him for his inheritance, is almost like the son coming to the father and saying to him drop 
dead.  This is a scenario in which the son did that which sons would never have done, and the 
response by the father would never have occurred in the manner in which it did. What the father 
did was to grant the son ultimate freedom, the father was going to fulfill the request of the son, 
and allow him to take that which he gave him and leave, to go and do as the son wished and he 
leaves.  So the scenario fits the culture in which it was made that here was a son that made a re-
quest and a request that should never have taken place but it did.  Notice, and Eastern commenta-
tors agree, no where does it say the youngest son engaged in immoral behavior it is the older 
brother that accuses the younger of engaging is such practices, so the reliability of the older 



  
brother is questionable.  He has no idea as to what he is talking about and he may even have in-
terjected his desires into the accusations against his younger brother.  

We know what happened the son spent all that he had and he ended up working for a Gentile.  
How we know that, he is feeding pigs, he's working for a pig farmer which for the Jews was 
against the law, it was a forbidden animal.  When the son comes to his senses, the Aramaic trans-
lation says the son "got smart,"  he realizes that his father's servants are better off then he is, so 
he returns home, planning to confess to his father he had sinned against him and against heaven, 
and he was not worthy to be called his son, treat me like a hired servant.  He knew he could not 
go back as a son; he would have to convince his father he would be worthy once again and to do 
so he would work as a hired servant.  But what happens is that the father casts all that aside and 
receives his son back, putting on the him the finest robe, the family ring and killing the fatted 
calf to celebrate the return of his son.  The actions that the father took are actions that say to the 
son, you are forgiven, the slate is wiped clean.  

Remember back years ago, blackboards were in classrooms everywhere.  One of the things that 
kids loved to do was clean the blackboards.  Blackboards were made of slate, and what had to be 
done, was the boards were wiped clean with the erasers and then cleaned off with a damp rag or 
damp sponge.  This was the big deal to help the teacher clean the blackboards.  Then you had to 
take the erasers outside and bang them together to clean the chalk dust out of them.  When it was 
all finished, the blackboards or the slate was wiped clean.  If one did a good job of cleaning the 
boards, they looked almost like new, you could look at them and never tell what had been on 
them prior to being cleaned.  

The father in this story wiped the slate clean when he brought forth that which he put on his son, 
as he said, his son was lost and now is found, he was dead but now is alive.  That is forgiveness 
that is taking that which seemed to be unforgivable and wiping the slate totally clean so that 
there is no remnant of what was there before.  

Going back to the comparison of the blackboard, which now passed from blackboards to chalk 
board which, I think were green, and now to a white board that with a special marker and eraser 
can be used and wiped clean.  I'm sure that many can remember that sometime throughout your 
schooling sitting there looking at the blackboard during a test and faintly seeing the answer to a 
question there right before your eyes.  It happened on occasion, it happened and usually when it 
did, if the teacher saw it in time, it would be erased again.  When the father forgave the son, it 
was wiped clean there was no glimpse of that which had occurred before, it was wiped clean.  

But so often what has to happen is that from the son's standpoint, the son has to hit rock bottom 
before healing and recovery can take place.  Once he hits rock bottom, he begins to repent, but 
his repentance only occurs if the father accepts the son's return.  What does it take for us to hit 
rock bottom before we seek forgiveness?  We often read in the paper about children or adults 
who are addicted to drugs or alcohol and before recovery can begin, those who are addicted have 
to recognize for themselves the problem that surrounds them, and then they have to be the ones 
who decide they need recovery.  The same is true in our sinfulness, we have to recognize our sin-
fulness and then seek our own forgiveness.   In the Lord's Prayer we ask God to forgive our sins, 
or debts, as we forgive those who sin against us or our debtors.  In asking for forgiveness for our 
sins, we are expected to forgive those who sin against us.   We ask for our slate to be wiped 



  
clean.  Martin Luther believed he had to earn his restored status with God, until he realized that 
it was only through the grace of God that he would be forgiven his sins.  Our worthiness is not 
something that we earn; it is freely given by God the father.    

This story for many is a micro-capsule of the gospels because it depicts God's relationship with 
mankind.  We find here all that pertains to what God has done for mankind.  Some have even 
gone so far to state this could actually be called the parable of the two brothers, because when 
we read the story the youngest is lost and found; but the oldest is the one who stayed home took 
for granted all that he did for the father.  He was the chosen one, but he destroyed that being cho-
sen by his response to the youngest's return.  Both are relationships that exist between God and 
mankind.  But the center in both cases is the loving father, who reaches out to both brothers just 
as God the father reaches out to all.    

In reality the father takes the key role.  The son makes the decision to come back and seek for-
giveness, but the father reconciles with the son before the son reconciles with the father.  Before 
hearing all that went on, before prejudging anything the son did, the father welcomes him back.  
This is exactly what God does for us. Doing what the father in this parable did is not easy to do.  
As parents we know that the love of parents is such that it takes this type of love to show forth 
on a child, no matter how difficult it maybe, but it is also the way that if we truly love and care 
for one another, that we should be able to forgive one another.   We should be able to express 
that kind of love to one another.  A love that wipes the slate clean.    

There is a great hymn for Lent, called "What Wondrous Love Is This?"  The first versus of the 
hymn goes, what wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss, to bear the heavy cross [the 
original text was dreadful curse], to bear the heavy cross for my soul.  What wondrous love is 
this that would wipe away our sins, and call us back to him, to say I forgive you no matter what?  
That can only be wondrous love that wipes our slate clean. It can only be a love expressed for us 
through God  himself, Charles Wesley wrote a hymn called, "And Can It Be That I Should 
Gain?" the first verse it says, amazing love how can it be that thou my God, should die for me?  
How can that be, it can be because God so loved the world that he sent his only Son, and through 
the blood of Christ, our slate is wiped clean as our sins are forgiven.  It can be amazing love so 
great and powerful, so freely given that the cross stands before as the eraser that wipes the slate 
clean so that there is no remnant of our separation from God, and it is there because of amazing 
love through the blood of Christ. 


