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Today you heard a parable of Jesus that may be one of the best known of all – the 
one we usually refer to as “The Prodigal Son.”  You all know the story.  A young 
man decides he wants to try to make his way in the world and asks his father to 
give him his inheritance in advance.  It isn’t too long before he has lost everything 
he had through extravagant living.  Jesus communicates that he’s hit rock-bottom 
in a way that his Jewish audience will understand completely.  In order to survive, 
the prodigal son has had to get a job herding pigs – taking care of animals that the 
Jews were forbidden by law even to touch.  For the Hebrews, you can’t get any 
lower than that.  The prodigal realizes he has made a terrible mistake and humbly 
returns home to his father, intending to repent of his sins and to beg to be treated 
like one of his father’s hired servants. 

Luke says that when the younger son is still far off his father sees him coming.  He 
runs to greet him, and embraces him.  But before the son can even get out all of 
his well-rehearsed apology, the father has called for the servants to bring him a 
robe, and a ring symbolizing his restoration to full membership in the family.  The 
father throws a lavish party to welcome his son home. 

The most obvious way to interpret the role of the father in this parable is that he is 
intended to be God, and Jesus paints us a very vivid picture of a God of grace.  In 
the culture in which Jesus lived, for a young man to go to his father and demand 
his inheritance would be both unthinkable and unforgivable.  No father would even 
dream of agreeing to such a request.  But this father defies cultural expectations.  
He doesn’t exercise his power and prerogatives as head of the family.  Instead, he 
gives his son what he has asked for, and lets the young son have the freedom to 
do what he wants.  Here Jesus is describing exactly what God does with us.  God 
does not coerce us into relationship, although God could, but gives us our freedom 
to do what we want.   

The father’s letting the son go off with his “inheritance” would have startled Jesus’ 
listeners.  But they would have been scandalized by the father’s loving welcome 
when he returned – this son who had insulted and abused his father in the worst 
possible way.  The father not only takes back this son who has treated him so 
contemptuously, but adds to his own shame by very publicly running out to 
welcome him.  Then, in case anyone in the community has failed to notice the way 
the father has embarrassed himself for the sake of his son, the father throws a big 
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party and invites all the neighbors.  This parable of Jesus might better have been 
called “The Forgiving Father.”   

The father has a second son; one whom I don’t think we tend to give too much 
attention to.  Maybe that’s because we don’t think we have too much in common 
with him. For this is not just a story about a father and a lost son.  It is more 
accurately a story about a father and two lost sons.  The younger son went away 
from home, and was lost.  The elder son stayed home, but got lost anyway. 

We can tell that the elder brother sees himself as the dutiful son; the loyal son.  He 
has never disobeyed his father’s orders.  He describes himself as “working like a 
slave” for his father.  There can be no doubt that he was angry when his father 
gave away such a big part of the family fortune to his wayward brother.  But I think 
that in a perverse way the actions of the prodigal son have served to increase the 
elder brother’s sense of his own goodness and favored status.  After all, he would 
never do anything like that!  He shows the proper respect for his father! 

It’s clear to anyone reading the parable that the prodigal son was lost to his father.  
But the elder son has been lost to his father, too.  And the sense in which the elder 
son is lost is much more pernicious because it is not so obvious.  For all his 
apparent faithfulness, the older son is as utterly without grace as the father is 
grace-full.  And when we see his jealous hatred toward his brother and anger 
toward his father, we have to wonder whether his relationship with his father has 
ever really been one grounded in devotion and trust.  We can imagine him with fist 
clenched yelling at his father, “After all I’ve done, you’ve never even given me a 
lousy goat to party with my friends!”  And it is clear that the elder son’s primary 
concern has always been getting appropriate recognition for not being like his 
brother. 

So, who is the elder brother in this parable?  Jesus tells the story in response to 
the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who have been muttering to 
themselves, “How can this man not only welcome sinners, but eat with them?”  
And we can see the upset of the Pharisees mirrored in the anger of the elder 
brother, in his unwillingness to accept that his father is not only welcoming his 
reprobate sibling back home, but is actually throwing a party for him!  The reaction 
of these “good” people – the ones who have never left home; who have followed 
the rules; who deserve the father’s favor – stands in stark contrast to the radical 
hospitality and acceptance that Jesus is proclaiming.  It also raises a question for 
us. Are we “good Christians” really ready to welcome anyone home? 

Christian author Philip Yancey tells a story about his friend’s encounter with a 
young woman who was living in desperation.  She had come to talk to him 
because her life was mired in prostitution and drug abuse.  Yancey reports that at 
one point in the conversation, his friend asked the woman if she had ever 
considered going to the church for help.  A look of shock crossed her face.  
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“Church!” she cried.  “Why would I ever go there?  I was already feeling terrible 
about myself.  They’d just make me feel worse.”  Yancey notes that, evidently, the 
down-and-out who flocked to Jesus when he lived on earth no longer feel 
particularly welcome among [Jesus’] followers. i 

Several years ago, I heard something really thought-provoking in a talk by United 
Methodist Bishop Dick Will.  He said that when he was in parish ministry he used 
to pray that God would send his church all the people that no other church wanted.  
Who’s ready to pray that prayer with me? 

But the Apostle Paul tells us in his letter to the Corinthians that that is precisely 
what we are called to do.  What Paul writes is central to what it means to call 
ourselves “Christians.”  

“From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even 
though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer 
in that way.   So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has 
passed away; see, everything has become new!  All this is from God, who 
reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of 
reconciliation;   that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not 
counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us.” (2 Corinthians 5:16-19)  

Christ demonstrated God’s idea of reconciliation – of radical acceptance.  Christ 
taught us what it looks like, using examples like the father who had two sons.  And 
Christ has passed the ministry of reconciliation on to us.  Now, we can continue to 
see others, from our worldly point of view, as somehow more flawed than we are, 
and maybe even “less forgivable” than we are.  Or we can see them through God’s 
eyes, as people in need, being made new by his grace – in other words, we can 
see them as people just like us. 

Our reading of the Prodigal Son is timely in two respects.  It’s a good lesson for us 
to ponder during Lent, as we continue our journey together to Good Friday, and 
the agony of the cross.  For what are we recalling in this holy season if not the 
story of a father who so loves his children that he is willing to suffer any indignity or 
humiliation at their hands, just so he can forgive them, and have them back in the 
family? 

And the story also provides a critical perspective in the midst of the current turmoil 
in the United Methodist Church surrounding the full inclusion of LGBTQAI persons.  
For me, that question is as simple as this.  What is there about the behavior of the 
loving father in this parable that leads us to believe that God sanctions our 
excluding anyone, or condones our inviting them to be members of the family, but 
in name only? 
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Grace is a free, undeserved gift from God, who reconciled the world to himself in 
Christ.  But if we accept the gift of God’s grace and don’t pass it on, then we have 
squandered it.  If we willfully deny it to anyone, then we have completely failed to 
understand it.  If we claim the grace of the father for ourselves and have no grace 
for others, we are the elder brother, standing alone in the courtyard of the house – 
secure in a sense of our own righteousness, but completely estranged from the 
party going on inside, to which our father has invited everyone. 

This parable is not just a lesson about a father whose love and forgiveness are 
limitless.  It’s not just a story about one lost son.  It’s a story about two lost sons. 
One of them left home, got into trouble, and was lost.  The second dutifully stayed 
home with his father, but was lost anyway. One of the sons realized he was lost, 
and came home.  The other son never quite figured it out. 

 

 

 

 

i Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997) 11. 

                                                 


