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But we had to celebrate and rejoice 

 

Joshua 5:9–12 

Psalm 32 

2 Corinthians 5:16–21 

Luke 15:1–3, 11b–32 

 

Text: Psalm 32:1; Luke 15:32 

Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 

But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has 

come to life; he was lost and has been found. 

 

Introduction 

In a recent article by author and educator Paul Bennett, he reviewed recent books 

and articles by Dr. Erica Komisar that have stirred a viral hornet’s nest.  Komisar, 

a New York psychoanalyst, highlights the importance of parent-child attachment 

and argues that believing in God is so important to parenting, that those who don’t 

should “lie about it.” Dr. Komisar recommended that atheist parents pretend to 

believe in God to provide troubled or lost teens with a sense of comfort.   

 

Dr. Erica Komisar, a family practice therapist who specializes in diagnosing and 

treating children and adolescents, wrote  “As a therapist, I’m always asked to 

explain why depression and anxiety are so common among children and 

adolescents.   One of the most important explanations—and perhaps the most 

neglected—is declining interest in religion.  This cultural shift already has proved 

disastrous for millions of vulnerable young people.”  Komisar’s stand on 

adolescent insecurity and the enduring value of believing in God set off a media 

firestorm.  Her view is soundly based upon a 2018 Harvard T.H. Chan School of 

Public Health study which linked religious upbringing with better health and well-

being in early adulthood.   

 

I am not sure that advising parents to lie about believing in God is the best advice; 

and one could imagine that Dr. Komisar may be using hyperbole to make her 

point.  I would say to atheist parents, why pretend, why not get the real deal?  

What caught my attention was Komisar’s conviction that there is a link between 

believing in God and well-being in life. While believing in Jesus is no guarantee of 

smooth sailing in life we do know that his purposes for us are for our good.   

 

I would invite you to consider that this idea—the connection of believing in God 

and well being for life—is a current that runs through all our scripture readings 

https://www.convivium.ca/articles/chicken-little-and-teens/
https://academic.oup.com/aje/article/187/11/2355/5094534
https://academic.oup.com/aje/article/187/11/2355/5094534
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today.  The texts all speak of the sheer goodness of believing in God.  It was in the 

words Jesus put on the lips of the father in speaking of the lost son who came 

home; “But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead 

and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”  It was on the lips of the 

Psalmist who declared, “Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose 

sin is covered.”  The Apostle Paul rejoiced to say, “So if anyone is in Christ, there 

is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become 

new!”  And in Joshua, as the Israelites, now freed from slavery and wilderness 

wanderings over, are finally entering the promised land God says, “Today I have 

rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt.” 

Everywhere in the Bible believing in God is proclaimed as a good thing.  

Rejoicing, happiness, new creation, disgrace rolled away are the images we heard 

in today’s scripture texts.  Faith is not a guarantee that no difficulty will befall the 

believer.  When we gather as a congregation we bring many of the hurts, anxieties, 

and troubles that are common in life.  Even in the face of such things the believer 

testifies that faith blesses.  Could you imagine trying to navigate the vicissitudes of 

life’s challenges apart from faith in Jesus?    

 

1. Jesus’ parable of the prodigal and his brother is one of “the most influential and 

best loved of all the parables.  For some it is the gospel within the gospel, or even 

the most beautiful story ever told. This parable has been painted by a host of 

artists, most notably Rembrandt, made the subject of plays—or provided the theme 

for plays, most notably those of Shakespeare—been set to music, and made the 

subject of movies.”1 

 

According to the gospel—using  the imagery of Jesus’ parable—we humans have 

all travelled off to a distant country and we don’t belong there.  We need to come 

home.  We have each gone our own way and told God we can handle life just fine 

by ourselves.  We are lost.  Our sin has separated us from God.  The essence of 

Jesus’ message is “the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God has come near; repent 

and believe the good news.”  Repentance means to turn around.  In the imagery of 

the parable, to decide to go home.  In the prayer of the Psalmist, it is “to 

acknowledge my sin to God.”  

 

Luke sets the scene for the telling of the parable this way; Now all the tax-

collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him (Jesus). And the Pharisees 

and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats 

with them.’  Three of Jesus’ parables follow, the lost sheep, the lost coin and the 

 
1 Klyne R. Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, Second Edition, Eerdmans, 2018. p 117-8. 
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lost son.  All end in unspeakable joy because that which was lost has been found.  

The parable of the man with the two sons serves to contrast celebration of and 

disdain for the repentant.  Jesus confronted the Pharisees with a compelling picture 

of the narrowness of their thinking with the open question about whether the elder 

son would enter the house and join the celebration.  In effect, Jesus advises the 

Pharisees to adopt God's attitude, forgive those they disdain as sinners, enjoying 

the celebration of accompanying his proclamation of this Kingdom. 

 

Disdain for this message that joy is found in returning to God, in deciding to go 

home to him, in acknowledging God’s diagnosis of me as a sinner, is as prevalent 

today as it was in Jesus’s day.  Many reject God’s diagnosis as too negative.  Some 

because they regard religious people as not in touch with reality.  Others because 

they feel quite self-sufficient.  So the idea that this could be good news is heard 

with suspicion.  Can we suspend our suspicion to entertain the idea that we were 

made for relationship with God and the loss of that relationship is, at bottom, the 

root of what ails humanity?  Could we set our disdain aside in order to hear what 

Jesus would say to us?  All those coming near to Jesus to listen to him found a 

ready welcome. “But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours 

was dead and has come to life.” 

 

2. Did you hear the warmth in the Psalmist’s voice?  I wouldn’t say ‘giddy’ but 

there is certainly a deep sense of joy.  “Happy are those whose transgression is 

forgiven, whose sin is covered.”  This is personal testimony.  This is the Psalmist 

reflecting on the state of his heart having acknowledged his sin to God, “I said, I 

will confess my transgressions to the Lord, and you forgave the guilt of my sin.”  

 

Psalm 32 was Saint Augustine’s favorite psalm. As he lay dying, he had it written 

on the wall where he could see it and reflect upon it for encouragement.  Like all 

psalms that begin with the promise “blessed is …” it has a wisdom element, but the 

dominant characteristic is joy in the frank confession of sin.  

 

“The first part (vs 3-5) lays out the story of guilt,” writes Henry Wansbrough in his 

commentary,   “At first I pretend that nothing is wrong.  I hide my guilt even from 

myself, almost convincing myself.  But the discomfort and strain become too great, 

and I may recognize that the firm hand of God is pressing upon me till I can no 

longer evade the pressure.  As soon as I decide to acknowledge my sin (‘I will 

confess’—future), the guilt has already (past tense) been forgiven.  God demands 

no long or torturous process. That was how Jesus went out to tax collectors, 

sinners, prostitutes, scribes and Pharisees, and drew them into God's forgiveness, 

not conditionally on their first changing their ways or even promising to amend.”  
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It is enough that I should respond to the touch of God's hand by admitting but I am 

myself the real source of the trouble.  Immediately God becomes a hiding place, a 

place of safety and refuge, says the Psalmist.” Before the prodigal son could 

complete his rehearsed speech of contrition the father had already ordered the party 

to begin. 

 

In speaking about their conversion experience, one believer told me that before 

becoming a believer she never felt clean.  Even lying in a bathtub there was this 

sense that no matter what she did she couldn’t get clean and did not know how to 

fix things or even why she felt this way.  After becoming a believer everything 

changed and she too now confesses with the Psalmist, “Happy are those whose 

transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered.” 

 

In Jesus’ parable the young man came to much misery; having converted his 

portion of the property he inherited to cash, he then squandered what he had and is 

now out of money.  A famine compounds his poor spending habits and makes 

matters worse.  The turning point comes “when he came to himself.”  The phrase 

means, “he came to his senses.”  It is a Semitism that carries the meaning of 

repentance.   

 

The son in the distant country is also distant from himself.  Many today also live 

fractured lives, knowing neither unity within ourselves nor the familial relationship 

with God that has been offered to us.  Jesus’ parable occurs today in thousands of 

ways.  People come to the end of themselves.  Will we believe Jesus that we need 

to come home, that we don’t belong in this place of misery?  In another Psalm 

highlighting our mortality the Psalmist prays, “So teach us to count our days that 

we may gain a wise heart.”  Maybe a paraphrase might be, “bring me to my senses, 

O Lord.” 

 

The son prepares his speech—Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 

you—will the father accept him home?  He decides he will be satisfied as a hired 

servant.  Will God accept me, may be the question of the heart.  Sometimes this 

arises because we wouldn’t accept ourselves.  Jesus one day told a parable about 

two men who went up to pray.  One, a sinner, unable to look up to heaven prayed, 

“Lord, be merciful to me a sinner.”  Jesus said that man went home justified—

meaning his relationship with God set right.  Anyone can begin this journey with 

Jesus with that short prayer.  God can’t wait to get the party started.  “But we had 

to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to 

life; he was lost and has been found.” 
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How do I know that my sin has been forgiven?  It is a question on many hearts.  

First because of what Christ does for us on the cross. This is the objective reason.  

God announces that Jesus’ sacrifice was sufficient when he raised him from the 

dead.  It is heard over and over in the gospels as Jesus says to people, ‘your sins 

are forgiven.’   

 

Secondly, because of what Christ does in us through the Holy Spirit.  This is to 

speak of the subjective side of forgiveness, how the believer experiences God’s 

forgiveness.  One of these ways is when we hear what Christ has done for us 

peached, the Spirit of God witness to our spirit that we are hearing truth.  It 

resonates in the heart as gospel is announced.  The forgiveness of God embraced 

by faith also includes our relationship with God set right.  Thus when the believer 

prays she has this sense that her prayers are being heard.  She may not be able to 

explain why or how but she knows it in her spirit nonetheless.  Like loving 

someone, you may not be able to explain it, you just know it in your heart.  There 

is also this sense that guilt is gone; knowing ourselves forgiven there is a freedom 

to now serve him.  It is no longer the service that tries to measure up but the 

service that wants to do the best we can knowing ourselves to be so profoundly 

loved by God.  The Psalmist speaks of a profound sense of happiness that 

encompassed him in knowing sins forgiven adding that ‘steadfast love surrounds 

those who trust in the Lord.’ 

 

3. I invite you to return with me to the context in which Jesus’ parable is offered.  

“Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him (Jesus).  

And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow 

welcomes sinners and eats with them.’  In the terms of the parable, the story of the 

Bible is that God himself, in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, has come to the 

distant country to bring us home.  In Jesus, God has completely identified with us 

sinners in order to do what we could never do for ourselves.  Luke tells us “all the 

tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to Jesus to listen to him.”  Here is 

Jesus in the middle of the ‘distant country’ where we humans have squandered the 

wonder of the life God gives us on things that destroy, on appetites and desires.  

And he welcomes us home.  In the terms of the parable, he gives us the ring and 

robe and starts the celebration.   

 

Listen again to the Apostle Paul speak of what God has done for us, “All this is 

from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, … in Christ God was 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, … For 

our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become 

the righteousness of God.” 
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Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 

But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has 

come to life; he was lost and has been found. 


