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Luke 15:11-32 “Three Ways to Live” February 23, 2014 

OT Lesson: Genesis 33:1-17  Brian M. Sandifer 

There are two ways people seek the Father’s things.  “Younger brothers” take things by being bad; 

“elder brothers” work for things by being good.  Both are lost and estranged from the Father, yet God 

lovingly and graciously receives both when they stop seeking his things and begin seeking Him. 

Introduction – The popular gospel tract “Two Ways to Live” clearly explains the difference between 

living your own way and living God’s way.  This gospel presentation is quite effective for prodigal son 

types: the younger brother who is running away from God.  But this parable exposes the main limitation 

of the tract.  Jesus shows us the gospel is not just for younger brothers, but for elder brothers too.  

I. Two Ways to Live and be Lost 

A. The younger brother way: be bad (v. 13) 

This is the way of irreligion.  In philosophical terms, the hard-core younger brother way is Hedonism, 

and the moderate way is Epicureanism.  The chief virtue of the younger brother is seeking personal 

pleasure; the chief vice to avoid is moralism.  This is one way to be lost. 

B. The elder brother way: be good (vv. 25, 29a) 

This is the way of religion.  In philosophical terms, the hard-core elder brother way is Asceticism, and 

the moderate way is Stoicism.  The chief virtue of the elder brother is seeking approval; the chief vice 

to avoid is foolishness.  This is the other way to be lost. 

C. Both ways seek the same things (vv. 12a, 29b) 

1. Although differing in strategy, both irreligion and religion seek the Father’s things.  Both see 

the Father as a taskmaster who owns stuff that must be earned to be enjoyed.  What are the 

Father’s good blessings?  Absolutely everything that he created if enjoyed for his glory according 

to his design!  Family, friends, home, adventure, parties, food, sex, recreation, love, everything. 

2. Younger brothers rebel and take the Father’s things.  They find themselves lost in spectacular 

fashion far away from the Father.  Elder brothers obey to earn the Father’s things.  They find 

themselves lost without ever leaving the Father’s side.  Both want the Father’s things and don’t 

care about the Father.  Neither understands what it means to be a son.  Neither knows the love of 

the Father.  Recognize that there are younger and elder brother tendencies in all of us. 

II. The God who Loves and Finds the Lost 

A. Realize the Spirit enlivens you (v. 17a) 

We must understand this truth because the alternatives are either pride or condemnation.  Younger 

brothers who don’t realize the Spirit’s sovereign power in curing our sin-insanity will pridefully 

assume they came to see their lostness because they are more clever, good-hearted, or sensible than 

the rest.  Elder brothers who don’t realize it is the Spirit alone who enlivens the lost will condemn 

them for not seeing clearly, for not stopping the sin-insanity, for not being sensible and responsible 

like themselves.  Only by realizing the Spirit alone gives new life will we give glory to God alone. 

B. Remember the Father loves you (vv. 20b-24) 

It is the kindness of God that leads you to repentance (Rom 2:4).  If you don’t remember that God is a 

loving Father and we are his children, you’ll always wonder if your relationship to God is based 
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fundamentally on your performance.  Apart from remembering God’s love, a younger brother’s pains 

will only produce remorse and regret (2 Cor 7:10), and an elder brother’s performance will only 

produce bitterness and resentment (Lk 15:29-30). 

C. Return with the Son who seeks you (vv. 1-2) 

Can you see Jesus in the parable?  In eating with tax collectors and “sinners,” he is acting out what 

the elder brother in the parable should have done.  Thank God Jesus is different, even from Esau who 

nobly fell short as an elder brother (Gen 33:1-17).  You have the elder brother the prodigal never had.  

Jesus journeyed from heaven to a faraway country to seek out younger brothers, reminding them of 

the Father’s love and mercy, and brings all of God’s lost children home.  In telling the parable Jesus 

entreats elder brothers standing on the outside (the respectable religious people) to follow him into the 

joy of his Father’s house. 

III. The Gospel Way of Life 

A. Repent of being both bad and good to get God’s things (vv. 18-19, 28-30) 

1. The younger brother shows us repentance from the vantage point of sin’s pig sty.  The elder 

brother can’t bring himself to repent.  From his vantage point he’s the good son who has done 

nothing wrong.  He actually thinks dad owes him for his service and obedience (v. 29)! 

2. It’s pretty easy to know who the younger brother types are.  If you’re a prodigal at heart, 

chances are you know it.  But most elder brother types are clueless who they are.  So how do you 

know you’re an elder brother?  Look at how you react to criticism, especially when the criticism 

touches something that you are good at or something that is rooted in your identity. 

B. Join in celebrating the lost who are found (vv. 24, 32) 

Jesus concludes by tying all three of the “lost and found” parables together.  We must celebrate 

because to not celebrate is to refuse to join the heavenly father.  This is the way God prescribes we 

respond to prodigal sons when they are saved.  For “elder brother” types to experience the benefits of 

sonship and fellowship with God, they must celebrate the repentance of “younger brother” types.  

Otherwise “elder brothers” will remain outside, estranged from the Father and his children. 

C. Follow the true elder brother in seeking the lost (vv. 1-2, 4, 8, 20b) 

Despite what many believe, it is not merely the love of God that saves us.  It is the love of God joined 

to the grace of God.  One way to remember what grace means is the acronym G.R.A.C.E. (“God’s 

Riches At Christ’s Expense”).  Grace therefore is love that pays a price.  So how was the younger son 

saved from himself, forgiven, and restored back to his father’s family?  Who paid the expense of his 

restoration?  The elder brother who was the heir of all the father’s property!  The younger brother 

could only be restored at the expense of the elder brother.  The price to bring back sinners was the 

cross.  Only the cross satisfies the law and the wrath of God due to both younger and older brothers 

for loving the Father only for his things. Only the sacrifice of our true elder brother accomplishes the 

loving and gracious plan of God to save both younger and elder brothers to bring you back home. 

Conclusion – We as children of the Father, many of whom have never strayed far from his spiritual 

family, are in the position of the elder brother.  Will we rise up, leave the comforts of home, and celebrate 

with our brothers and sisters in Christ, giving the kind of loving grace that pays a price?  Or will we stay 

put, at a distance, looking in from the outside, guarding our comfort and reputation, watching from the 

back of the line as our virtue is burned away in God’s refining fire?  There are three ways to live, but only 

the gospel way leads to life.  May God melt our hearts to follow in the footsteps of our true elder brother 

Jesus, the one who saves us from ourselves. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Lk 15:11 Ei=pen de,\ a;nqrwpo,j tij ei=cen du,o 
uiòu,jÅ 

And he said, “A certain man had two sons.  

Lk 15:12 kai. ei=pen ò new,teroj auvtw/n tw/| patri,\ 
pa,ter( do,j moi to. evpiba,llon me,roj th/j 
ouvsi,ajÅ ò de. diei/len auvtoi/j to.n bi,onÅ 

And the younger one said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the share of the estate that 
falls to me.’  So he divided his property 
between them. 

NET tn: L&N 57.19 notes that in nonbiblical 
contexts in which the word ouvsi,a (ousia) 

occurs, it refers to considerable possessions 
or wealth, thus "estate." 

Lk 15:13 kai. metV ouv polla.j h̀me,raj sunagagw.n 
pa,nta o ̀new,teroj uìo.j avpedh,mhsen eivj 
cw,ran makra.n kai. evkei/ diesko,rpisen 
th.n ouvsi,an auvtou/ zw/n avsw,twjÅ 

And not many days later, the younger son 
gathered together all, went on a journey to a 
country far away, and there squandered his 
property living recklessly. 

 

Lk 15:14 dapanh,santoj de. auvtou/ pa,nta evge,neto 
limo.j ivscura. kata. th.n cw,ran evkei,nhn( 
kai. auvto.j h;rxato us̀terei/sqaiÅ 

But when he had spent everything 
wastefully, there was a severe famine 
throughout that country, and he began to be 
in need. 

 

Lk 15:15 kai. poreuqei.j evkollh,qh eǹi. tw/n 
politw/n th/j cw,raj evkei,nhj( kai. 
e;pemyen auvto.n eivj tou.j avgrou.j auvtou/ 
bo,skein coi,rouj( 

So he went and hired himself out to one of 
the citizens of that country, and he sent him 
into his fields to feed pigs. 

NET tn: Grk "joined himself to" (in this case 
an idiom for beginning to work for 
someone). 

Lk 15:16 kai. evpequ,mei cortasqh/nai evk tw/n 
kerati,wn w-n h;sqion oi ̀coi/roi( kai. 
ouvdei.j evdi,dou auvtw/|Å 

And he longed to be fed from the carob 
pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave to 
him. 

NET tn: This term refers to the edible pods 
from a carob tree (BDAG 540 s.v. kera,tion). 

They were bean-like in nature and were 
commonly used for fattening pigs, although 
they were also used for food by poor people 
(L&N 3.46). 

Lk 15:17 eivj eàuto.n de. evlqw.n e;fh\ po,soi mi,sqioi 
tou/ patro,j mou perisseu,ontai a;rtwn( 
evgw. de. limw/| w-de avpo,llumaiÅ 

But he came to himself and said, ‘How 
many of my father’s servants have more 
than enough bread, but I perish here with 
hunger. 

 

Lk 15:18 avnasta.j poreu,somai pro.j to.n pate,ra 
mou kai. evrw/ auvtw/|\ pa,ter( h[marton eivj 
to.n ouvrano.n kai. evnw,pio,n sou( 

I will arise and go to my father, and I will say 
to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you, 

 

Lk 15:19 ouvke,ti eivmi. a;xioj klhqh/nai uìo,j sou\ and I am no longer worthy to be called your NET tn: Or "make me." Here is a sign of 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

poi,hso,n me ẁj e[na tw/n misqi,wn souÅ son.  Make me like one of your hired 
servants.’ 

total humility.  

“Hired servants” is different than the 
“servants/slaves” who were owned and 
cared for by the father. 

Lk 15:20 kai. avnasta.j h=lqen pro.j to.n pate,ra 
eàutou/Å :Eti de. auvtou/ makra.n 
avpe,contoj ei=den auvto.n o` path.r auvtou/ 
kai. evsplagcni,sqh kai. dramw.n evpe,pesen 
evpi. to.n tra,chlon auvtou/ kai. 
katefi,lhsen auvto,nÅ 

And he arose and went to his father.  And 
while he was still far away, his father saw 
him and was filled with compassion, and ran 
and fell upon his neck and fervently kissed 
him. 

“fell upon his neck” is an idiom for embrace 

Lk 15:21 ei=pen de. o ̀uiò.j auvtw/|\ pa,ter( h[marton 
eivj to.n ouvrano.n kai. evnw,pio,n sou( 
ouvke,ti eivmi. a;xioj klhqh/nai uìo,j souÅ 

And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and against you, I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 

 

Lk 15:22 ei=pen de. o ̀path.r pro.j tou.j dou,louj 
auvtou/\ tacu. evxene,gkate stolh.n th.n 
prw,thn kai. evndu,sate auvto,n( kai. do,te 
daktu,lion eivj th.n cei/ra auvtou/ kai. 
up̀odh,mata eivj tou.j po,daj( 

But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring 
quickly the best robe and put it on him, and 
put a ring on his hand and sandals on his 
feet. 

NET tn: Though dou/loj (doulos) is 

normally translated "servant," the word does 
not bear the connotation of a free individual 
serving another. BDAG notes that "'servant' 
for 'slave' is largely confined to Biblical 
transl. and early American times… in normal 
usage at the present time the two words are 
carefully distinguished" (BDAG 260 s.v. 1). 
The most accurate translation is 
"bondservant" (sometimes found in the ASV 
for dou/loj) in that it often indicates one who 

sells himself into slavery to another. But as 
this is archaic, few today understand its 
force. In addition, the parallel passage in 
Matt 8:6 uses the Greek term pai/j (pais), to 

refer to the centurion's slave. This was a 
term often used of a slave who was 
regarded with some degree of affection, 
possibly a personal servant. 

Lk 15:23 kai. fe,rete to.n mo,scon to.n siteuto,n( 
qu,sate( kai. fago,ntej euvfranqw/men( 

And bring the fattened calf, kill it, and let us 
eat and celebrate, 

NET tn: Or "the prize calf" (L&N 65.8). See 

also L&N 44.2, "grain-fattened." Such a calf 
was usually reserved for religious 
celebrations. 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

 

Lk 15:24 o[ti ou-toj ò uiò,j mou nekro.j h=n kai. 
avne,zhsen( h=n avpolwlw.j kai. eur̀e,qhÅ kai. 
h;rxanto euvfrai,nesqaiÅ 

for this my son was dead and is alive again; 
he was lost and is found.’  And they began 
to celebrate. 

 

Lk 15:25 +Hn de. o ̀uiò.j auvtou/ o ̀presbu,teroj evn 
avgrw/|\ kai. ẁj evrco,menoj h;ggisen th/| 
oivki,a|( h;kousen sumfwni,aj kai. corw/n( 

But his older son was in a field, and as he 
came drawing near the house, he heard 
music and dancing, 

 

Lk 15:26 kai. proskalesa,menoj e[na tw/n pai,dwn 
evpunqa,neto ti, a'n ei;h tau/taÅ 

and he summoned one of the servants and 
asked what these things could be. 

NET tn: The Greek term here, pai/j (pais), 

describes a slave, possibly a household 
servant regarded with some affection (L&N 
87.77).  

Lk 15:27 o ̀de. ei=pen auvtw/| o[ti ò avdelfo,j sou 
h[kei( kai. e;qusen o ̀path,r sou to.n 
mo,scon to.n siteuto,n( o[ti ug̀iai,nonta 
auvto.n avpe,labenÅ 

And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, 
and your father killed the fattened calf, 
because he has received him back healthy. 

“healthy” may be rendered “safe and sound” 

Lk 15:28 wvrgi,sqh de. kai. ouvk h;qelen eivselqei/n( o ̀
de. path.r auvtou/ evxelqw.n pareka,lei 
auvto,nÅ 

But he became angry and didn’t desire to go 
in.  But his father went out and urged him. 

 

Lk 15:29 o ̀de. avpokriqei.j ei=pen tw/| patri. auvtou/\ 
ivdou. tosau/ta e;th douleu,w soi kai. 
ouvde,pote evntolh,n sou parh/lqon( kai. 
evmoi. ouvde,pote e;dwkaj e;rifon i[na meta. 
tw/n fi,lwn mou euvfranqw/\ 

But he answered, saying to his father, ‘Look, 
so many years I have served you and I 
never disobeyed your command, and you 
never gave me a young goat so that I might 
celebrate with my friends. 

 

Lk 15:30 o[te de. o ̀uiò,j sou ou-toj o ̀katafagw,n 
sou to.n bi,on meta. pornw/n h=lqen( 
e;qusaj auvtw/| to.n siteuto.n mo,sconÅ 

But when this son of yours came, who has 
devoured your property with prostitutes, you 
kill the fattened calf for him!’ 

 

Lk 15:31 o ̀de. ei=pen auvtw/|\ te,knon( su. pa,ntote 
metV evmou/ ei=( kai. pa,nta ta. evma. sa, 
evstin\ 

But he said to him, ‘Child, you are always 
with me, and all that is mine is yours. 

“Child” is a different word than “son”. 

Lk 15:32 euvfranqh/nai de. kai. carh/nai e;dei( o[ti ò 
avdelfo,j sou ou-toj nekro.j h=n kai. 
e;zhsen( kai. avpolwlw.j kai. eur̀e,qhÅ 

But it is necessary to celebrate and be glad, 
for this your brother was dead and is alive, 
and he was lost and is found.’” 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Luke 15:11-32 (verse summary) 

V11. Speaking in the presence of tax collectors, “sinners,” scribes, and Pharisees, Jesus began to 

tell a story about a man with two sons. 

V12. The younger son asked his father for his share of the inheritance, and the father obliged by 

dividing all his property between his two sons. 

V13. A few days later, the younger son went on a journey to a country far away, taking with him 

all that he had, and then proceeded to squander his property in prodigal living. 

V14. When the younger son had spent all his wealth, a severe famine arose in the land and he 

began to be needy. 

V15. The younger son attempted to solve his problem of need by hiring himself out to one of the 

country’s citizens who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 

V16. The younger son longed to eat the pods he fed the pigs, but no one gave him anything.  

V17. As the younger son came into his right mind, he reminded himself how many of his father’s 

hired servants have more than enough bread, yet he is starving. 

V18. The younger son made up his mind to return to his father and confess his sin against God 

and his father. 

V19. Due to his sin, the younger son resolved to tell his father that he is no longer worthy to be 

his son, but instead to ask if he may be received back with the treatment of a hired servant. 

V20. So the younger son got up and returned to his father.  But before he arrived his father saw 

him coming from a long way off, and filled with compassion, his father ran to him, and 

embraced and kissed him. 

V21. Then the younger son began his repentance speech, confessing his sin against God and his 

father, and expressing his unworthiness to be called a son. 

V22. The father responded by telling his servants to quickly bring the best robe, a finger ring, 

and sandals put on his younger son. 

V23. The father also told his servants to bring the fattened calf and kill it so they can eat and 

celebrate together. 

V24. After the father explained to his servants that his younger son was alive back from the dead 

and was found back from being lost, they all began to celebrate. 

V25. The older son was in field and as he came near the house he heard music and dancing. 
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V26. The older son called one the servants and asked him what was the occasion for music and 

dancing. 

V27. The servant told the older brother that his younger brother had returned home safe and 

sound so the father has killed the fattened calf to celebrate. 

V28. The older son responded in anger at this news and refused to go inside to join the 

celebration, so his father came outside and urged him to come and celebrate. 

V29. The older son answered his father’s entreats by complaining about how he had served his 

father and not disobeyed him for many years, yet his father never gave him even one goat to 

celebrate with friends. 

V30. The older son continued complaining to his father that now when the younger son came, 

who had devoured the father’s property with prostitutes, the father has killed the fattened calf for 

him. 

V31. The father gently replied by reassuring him as a son who is always with his father, and 

reminding the older son that all that belongs to the father is his. 

V32. The father instructs the older son that it is fitting to celebrate and be glad for the younger 

son’s return, for the older son’s brother has come back alive from the dead and come back found 

from being lost. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Luke 15:11-32 (full) 

I. The younger son runs from his father and sinfully squanders his inheritance (vv. 11-16). 

a. Setting the scene: introduce characters and conflict (vv. 11-12). 

i. V11. Speaking in the presence of tax collectors, “sinners,” scribes, and 

Pharisees, Jesus began to tell a story about a man with two sons. 

ii. V12. The younger son asked his father for his share of the inheritance, and the 

father obliged by dividing all his property between his two sons. 

b. The younger son spends his entire inheritance on prodigal living (vv. 13-16). 

i. V13. A few days later, the younger son went on a journey to a country far 

away, taking with him all that he had, and then proceeded to squander his 

property in prodigal living. 

ii. V14. When the younger son had spent all his wealth, a severe famine arose in 

the land and he began to be needy. 

iii. V15. The younger son attempted to solve his problem of need by hiring 

himself out to one of the country’s citizens who sent him into his fields to feed 

pigs. 

iv. V16. The younger son longed to eat the pods he fed the pigs, but no one gave 

him anything. 

II. The younger son repents of his sin and returns to his loving father’s embrace (vv. 17-24). 

a. The younger son spiritually awakens to the extent of his sin and alienation from his 

father (vv. 17-19). 

i. V17. As the younger son came into his right mind, he reminded himself how 

many of his father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, yet he is 

starving. 

ii. V18. The younger son made up his mind to return to his father and confess his 

sin against God and his father. 

iii. V19. Due to his sin, the younger son resolved to tell his father that he is no 

longer worthy to be his son, but instead to ask if he may be received back with 

the treatment of a hired servant. 

b. The younger son repents and his father lovingly receives him back as alive and found 

(vv. 20-24). 
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i. V20. So the younger son got up and returned to his father.  But before he 

arrived his father saw him coming from a long way off, and filled with 

compassion, his father ran to him, and embraced and kissed him. 

ii. V21. Then the younger son began his repentance speech, confessing his sin 

against God and his father, and expressing his unworthiness to be called a son. 

iii. V22. The father responded by telling his servants to quickly bring the best 

robe, a finger ring, and sandals put on his younger son. 

iv. V23. The father also told his servants to bring the fattened calf and kill it so 

they can eat and celebrate together. 

v. V24. After the father explained to his servants that his younger son was alive 

back from the dead and was found back from being lost, they all began to 

celebrate. 

III. The older son, who has worked hard to obey his Father, angrily refuses to receive back 

his younger brother, and so cuts himself off from his Father and family (vv. 25-32). 

a. The older son discovers the younger son has returned to the family (vv. 25-27). 

i. V25. The older son was in field and as he came near the house he heard music 

and dancing. 

ii. V26. The older son called one the servants and asked him what was the 

occasion for music and dancing. 

iii. V27. The servant told the older brother that his younger brother had returned 

home safe and sound so the father has killed the fattened calf to celebrate. 

b. Despite his father’s urging, the angry older son does not welcome his younger brother 

back and thus cuts himself off from the celebration (vv. 28-32). 

i. V28. The older son responded in anger at this news and refused to go inside to 

join the celebration, so his father came outside and urged him to come and 

celebrate. 

ii. V29. The older son answered his father’s entreats by complaining about how 

he had served his father and not disobeyed him for many years, yet his father 

never gave him even one goat to celebrate with friends. 

iii. V30. The older son continued complaining to his father that now when the 

younger son came, who had devoured the father’s property with prostitutes, 

the father has killed the fattened calf for him. 

iv. V31. The father gently replied by reassuring him as a son who is always with 

his father, and reminding the older son that all that belongs to the father is his. 
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v. V32. The father instructs the older son that it is fitting to celebrate and be glad 

for the younger son’s return, for the older son’s brother has come back alive 

from the dead and come back found from being lost. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Luke 15:11-32 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: Speaking to both flagrantly-sinful prodigals and self-righteous religious 

people, Jesus told a parable of two sons seeking their father’s inheritance, highlighting the 

father’s lavish love for repentant “younger brother” prodigals and the reluctance of “older 

brother” religious people to love like the father. 

I. The younger son runs from his father and sinfully squanders his inheritance (vv. 11-16). 

a. Setting the scene: introduce characters and conflict (vv. 11-12). 

b. The younger son spends his entire inheritance on prodigal living (vv. 13-16). 

II. The younger son repents of his sin and returns to his loving father’s embrace (vv. 17-24). 

a. The younger son spiritually awakens to the extent of his sin and alienation from his 

father (vv. 17-19). 

b. The younger son repents and his father lovingly receives him back as alive and found 

(vv. 20-24). 

III. The older son, who has worked hard to obey his Father, angrily refuses to receive back 

his younger brother, and so cuts himself off from his Father and family (vv. 25-32). 

a. The older son discovers the younger son has returned to the family (vv. 25-27). 

b. Despite his father’s urging, the angry older son does not welcome his younger brother 

back and thus cuts himself off from the celebration (vv. 28-32). 
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5 Theological Outline – Luke 15:11-32 

Theological Proposition: There are two ways people seek to get the good things God the Father 

gives.  “Younger brothers” take the Father’s things by being bad, and “older brothers” work for 

the Father’s things by being good.  But both younger and older brother types are estranged from 

God because they only want the Father’s things, not a loving relationship with him and his 

family, yet the Father gladly receives both back to celebrate the lost being found. 

I. To get the Father’s good things, the younger brother runs far away and sinfully squanders 

his inheritance (vv. 11-16). 

II. When the younger brother repents of his sin and returns to his loving Father’s embrace, 

there is great celebration (vv. 17-24). 

III. The older brother, who has obeyed his Father to get his inheritance, angrily refuses to 

receive back his younger brother, and so cuts himself off from his Father and family (vv. 

25-32). 
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6 Notes on Luke 15:11-32 

1. Old Testament reading for Luke 15:11-24. Psalm 116.  A prayer to the LORD much like the 

prodigal son might have prayed when he had reached bottom. 

2. Old Testament reading for Luke 15:11-32. Genesis 33:1-17.  Emphasis on Esau acting 

somewhat like the father in the parable of the Prodigal Son, and somewhat like Jesus the true 

elder brother in the same parable, but his example is a pale comparison to the love of both the 

Father and his one and only Son Jesus.  Jesus fulfills the role that Esau nobly attained to but 

ultimately fell short. 

3. My interpretation of this parable of the two sons is influenced by Tim Keller’s The Prodigal 

God.  It is an allegory of God’s Trinitarian ministry of salvation, and also of Jesus’ ministry 

(father=Father, younger son=tax collectors & sinners, older son=religious leaders).  It is an 

allegory of Adam as the son of God who impatiently and rebelliously takes from his Father to 

gain an inheritance that would be rightfully gained through trust, obedience, and loving 

fellowship.  And how God receives back his lost son and children through the history of 

redemption.  The parable is about the celebration of the prodigal son who was dead to the 

Father but has returned alive, lost to the Father but has returned found.  The Father and his 

entire household rejoice and celebrate when the lost son returns home in repentance.  But the 

other son, the elder brother who has not left his Father’s side, is angry because he believe his 

younger brother does not deserve to be received back.  Instead the elder brother believes he 

himself deserves the celebration and use of his Father’s inheritance because he has not 

disobeyed the Father’s command.  The parable ends with the elder brother standing outside 

the house, not participating in the celebration.  Thus Jesus leaves the parable open-ended.  

Will the elder brother give up his self-righteousness and disdain for his younger brother and 

his Father for receiving him back, and instead come into the house to celebrate?  Or will be 

remain outside estranged from the Father and his family? 

4. Flannery O’Connor wrote about the kind of dynamic that exists between the younger brother 

and the elder brother in her short story “Revelation.” 

5. The context is important.  Jesus is talking and teaching in the presence of tax collectors, 

“sinners”, and scribes and Pharisees (Lk 15:1-2).  This parable is the third of three about 

God’s delight in finding that which is lost.  Like God, a shepherd leaves the 99 safe sheep in 

search of the 1 lost sheep, and rejoices with his friends when the lost is found (Lk 15:1-7).  

Like God , a woman diligently searches the entire house to find the 1 coin out of 10 that is 

lost, and rejoices with her friends when the lost is found (Lk 15:8-10).  In the parable of the 

Father and his two sons, the father represents the heavenly Father, the younger son represents 

the tax collectors and “sinners” with whom Jesus is eating (see Lk 14:21 for a description of 

these “sinners”: poor, crippled, blind, lame), and the older son represents the scribes and 

Pharisees who are grumbling about Jesus receiving “younger son” types.  The first two 

parables are “fast balls” (straight-forward stories without a twist), while the third parable is a 

“curve ball” (complex story with a subversive twist at the end).  One of the major purposes of 

the parable is to rebuke the callous religious leaders for their refusal to accept back and 
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rejoice with repentant sinners.  He is defending his right to eat with tax collectors and 

“sinners” (prodigal sons) for the sake of the gospel, since the gospel is for sinners.  The 

mission of Jesus is to seek and save the lost (Lk 19:10), but this mission alienated Jesus from 

Israel’s religious leaders.  In their joyless hypocrisy they refuse to share table fellowship and 

more broadly the acceptance of sinners that God gives to lost prodigals. 

6. Application: How can Prodigal Sons return to the Father?  Jesus says in John 14:6 to him 

who is lost (Lk 15:24), “I am the way.”  Jesus says to him who is ignorant, “I am the truth.”  

Jesus says to him who is dead, “I am the life.”  The only way to come home to your 

Heavenly Father is through his only begotten Son Jesus Christ. 

7. Vv11-12.  A cultural note on business, retirement, and inheritance.  Sometimes the father 

would give the capital away but would retain the income for the purpose of retiring from 

managing the estate.  A son was allowed to sell the capital if it had been given to him, but the 

buyer could not take possession of the capital until the father’s death.  Nevertheless, a father 

dividing up his inheritance while still alive was unusual.  And it was scandalous for the son to 

liquidate the father’s capital assets before his father’s death because it was akin to robbing 

your father.  Note that traditional Jewish wisdom literature advised against this practice 

because it could prove a foolish decision, and the property owner may find himself 

dependent on others (Sir 33:19-23).  Yet in this parable the father lets his son go his own way, 

picturing how God the Father permits sinners to go their own way.   

8. V11. With a beautiful economy of words, Jesus introduces the characters in the parable.  A 

man and his two sons make a family.  We know from the context that there are two types of 

people listening to this story (“younger brothers” and “elder brothers”) and Jesus telling the 

story.  But if the father in the parable represents the heavenly Father, where does Jesus fit into 

the story?  Stay tuned, for he is present in his absence! 

9. Vv12-13.  The younger son acted on his covetous desires.  He didn’t realize all he had at 

home with his father.  He had a loving family, true friends, and household duties as a son 

rather than work as a servant.  He longed for the unrealized potential for happiness in distant 

lands that were far away from home, not realizing the blessings of home he possessed.  

Despite all he had, his coveting never allowed him to be satisfied and enjoy his blessings. 

10. V12. When the younger son requested his inheritance, it would have been shocking to Jesus’ 

audience.  The law of inheritance has not changed—it always goes into effect at the death of 

the owner.  Thus the younger son asking his Father for his share of the inheritance is akin to a 

slap across the father’s face.  The father should always be the one to initiate such 

transactions.  It is as if the younger son is saying, “Father, I wish you were dead.  That way I 

could have what’s coming to me.  If fact you are dead to me.  So you might as well give me 

my share now.”  This kind of rebellion by a son to his father’s face could merit capital 

punishment under the Mosaic law (cf. Dt 21:18-21).  It is likely that such a young man would 

be a teenager since he is unmarried.  In extrabiblical Greek writings, the word used for 

property usually inferred a large estate.  Hence the father in the parable is very wealthy, and 

an inheritance portion would be a significant amount of property.  The younger son’s portion 

of the inheritance would be half of the firstborn son’s portion.  So in a family of two sons, the 

firstborn son would receive 2/3 of the father’s property, and the younger son would receive 
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1/3 of the father’s estate (cf. Dt 21:17).  Amazingly, the father acquiesces to his younger 

son’s request and divides his property as the text says, “between them.”  This is a hint that the 

father has at least notified his elder son that with the younger son’s inheritance doled out, 

everything else the father owns belongs to the elder son. 

11. Application: Already we can gain wisdom from the younger son’s foolishness. He is not 

alone in coveting a sizeable inheritance. The prospect of a hefty windfall of cash and assets 

tempts the most sensible person. By lusting after what is not yet rightfully yours, or angling 

for the best position among heirs when time comes to divide up the inheritance, or by using 

your portion selfishly and sinfully, far too many family relationships are harmed, some never 

to be restored again. All for the love of money and the fear of being cheated out of your fair 

share. Brothers and sisters, I’ve seen it too many times. A good relationship with your family 

and your God is worth far more than the stuff you may stand to inherit. My advice to all of 

you is right now, make up your mind to rather be cheated, or wronged, or shortchanged, than 

to ruin relationships and your good name over stuff—no matter how much it is. One, it’s just 

not worth the heartache. Two, you will beautifully adorn the gospel of Christ and give more 

glory to God than you thought possible after the death of a loved one. And three, you just 

might set a tone of generosity and grace that others will see and follow too. Learn from this 

younger son: the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils” (1 Tim 6:10). 

12. V13. The younger son didn’t waste any time to set out on his own with his inheritance.  Only 

a few days later he gathered up his property and set out to a far country.  This means he must 

have converted all his property (which we are to assume included land and livestock) into 

money.  Such a quick sale suggests he was more interested in converting his assets to cash 

than in getting fair market value.  It seems he is already revealing his foolishness and his 

prodigal plan to live recklessly.  His foolish actions at home before his father and older 

brother only forecast what he is about to do.  As soon as he had all his property in a money 

bag he moved far away to another country, away from parental control so he can spend his 

inheritance as he pleases.  He didn’t just move away, but ran away like the prophet Jonah to a 

far country (Jon 1:3), possibly as far away as he could get from his father and his God.  When 

he got there he squandered all his property in reckless living.  Jesus doesn’t give us details, 

so we are meant to fill in the blanks with the kinds of things that “sinners” were known to do.  

Everyone hearing the parable knew what this kind of reckless living and prodigal spending of 

the father’s property looked like (cf. Ezek 16).  Note that in Jewish culture, it was considered 

especially disgraceful to lose your family property to Gentiles.  Such an offense was grounds 

for excommunication.  At this point in the story, imagine the “younger brother” types 

becoming deathly quiet, lowering their eyes and hanging their heads.  They like being with 

Jesus even though they know he does not approve of their prodigal lifestyle.  What will he 

say next?  Will he condemn those “younger brothers”? 

13. Illustration: The Olympic village is not just a secure housing compound off-limits to non-

athletes.  The not-so-secret secret is that the atmosphere is like a two week college Spring 

Break at the beach.  It’s not discussed much, but the vast majority of athletes look forward to 

the “extracurricular activities” as much as the sport competition.  The thing to remember is 

that Olympic athletes are no different than the typical young person yearning for the college 

scene so as to “have a good time.”  It seems that people have always been the same.  The 
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younger son looked forward to parties, alcohol, and sex where “what happens there stays 

there.” 

14. V14. The prodigal set off with a fortune, yet he managed to spend every last penny!  Surely 

this is rock-bottom.  But no, then a severe famine arose in the country where he lived.  

Murphy’s Law strikes again.  When it rains, it pours.  Because of the severity of the famine, 

the prodigal cannot rely on the generosity of his new friends to invite him to their parties.  

Now there is little food to go around.  The land of Spring Break has gone bankrupt.  The 

prodigal is in trouble.  He who was once rich and spendthrift is now needy.  He needs food to 

survive. 

15. V15. So the prodigal gets a job to pay the bills.  Ironically he found himself a hired servant in 

a faraway land yet he had refused to be a dutiful son working at home!  He had dreams that sin 

would set him free, but all it got him was slavery (Jn 8:34).  Furthermore, his sin earned him 

failure not success, and death not life (Rom 6:23).  He had set out to find himself but only 

found himself lost.  Perhaps the younger son has reached the bottom and is now becoming 

responsible.  Maybe things are beginning to look up.  But wait.  What kind of job does he 

land?  He hired his services out to a citizen of the country (a Gentile) who promptly sent him 

into his fields to feed pigs, probably the most degrading, undesirable, ceremonially unclean 

job imaginable (Lev 11:7; Dt 14:8).  By joining himself to a Gentile in a foreign land, and 

defiling himself with pigs, the younger son has compromised his heritage by sinning against 

his “Jewishness.”  The rabbis considered pig breeders to be cursed.  He is now a man without 

a family, without a people.  Surely things cannot get any worse for the prodigal? 

16. Quotation: “What is a nice Jewish boy doing, feeding pigs?  Well, he’s not so nice any more, 

and, for that matter, not so Jewish either.  He left his Jewish father and home and went to ‘a 

distant country,’ where the people were Gentiles and therefore had no compunction about 

raising pigs.  He assimilated himself into that culture, first living recklessly and now of 

necessity performing that society’s less pleasant tasks.” ~ David H. Stern, Jewish NT 

Commentary 

17. V16. The bottom: but “no one gave him anything.”  The prodigal, who had spent his wealth 

entertaining worldly friends, is completely deserted.  He is a man without a friend.  And he is 

hungry, longing to eat the carob tree pods that he feeds the pigs on the job.  He discovered 

that a dissatisfied heart leads to a dissatisfied life.  He learned that money can’t buy love, and 

that the things money can buy will not satisfy if you ignore the things that money cannot buy.  

His life at this point serves as a tragic example of how sin literally ruins a person. 

18. Vv17-19.  Note that the younger son knows where to go once he realizes that his life is not 

worth living any longer according to his ways.  The goodness of his father leads him to 

repentance (Rom 2:4).  If he did not consider the love of his father, his life would have driven 

him to despair.  God may use humiliation, hunger, homesickness, loneliness, or poverty to 

bring prodigals to himself, but these pains will not necessarily lead one back to God.  Apart 

from the knowledge of God’s love, and the prodigal’s memory that God has been good to 

him, these pains will only produce remorse and regret (2 Cor 7:10).  True repentance is 

wrought by the Holy Spirit as he stirs not only the mind and emotions, but also the will.  The 

prodigal did not begin repenting until he decided to return to his father and actually arose to 
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return.  Resolution to confess sin and trust God, which moves to action then becomes 

repentance.  Without regeneration and conversion, there is no salvation. 

19. V17. Finally the prodigal son comes to his senses.  The text literally says “he came to 

himself” as if he was not in his right mind before.  This is what sin does to people (Ps 73).  

One might say he went insane in his sin, ending up as more of beast than a man (cf. Ps 73:21-

22; Dan 4:15-16).  He realizes that while he is dying of starvation with little hope of things 

improving, his father’s hired servants are at home with more than enough bread to eat.  

Before one makes the assumption that the younger son came to his senses because he was at 

root a sensible person (or some other reason that gives credit to him), remember that in the 

context of the three parables, that which is lost is astray (stupid sheep), helpless (lifeless 

coin), and foolish (covetous son).  Only by the grace of the one who seeks the lost sheep, the 

lost coin, and the lost son is the lost saved, found, and made alive. 

20. Quotation: “Sin is socially acceptable madness.  It cannot and will not ever work.” “Although 

we were made to have God as the one life-shaping treasure of our hearts, sin turns us in on 

ourselves. It cause us to forget who we are and that God exists. It turns us into little self-

sovereigns, wanting to reign for our own glory.  But God, in his grace, invaded our madness 

in the person of His Son. Jesus did not transgress God's boundaries. He did not live for his 

pleasure. He lived a life that was perfect in his Father's eyes. But he did more, he willing took 

the penalty of our selfishness on himself. On the cross he was punished for us and purchased 

our forgiveness.  But there is still more. He gave us his righteous. In Jesus, all who believe 

not only don't get what they deserve (condemnation), they are given what they have not 

earned (righteousness). Because of this forgiveness and righteousness, we are accepted into 

God's family forever.  Psalm 73 reminds us that the greatest crisis of our human existence is 

not that we are horizontally unfulfilled, but that we are vertically cut off. Grace connects us 

once again to God, and in so doing, to the one place where our hearts can find rest and we 

can be given back our senses.  Grace not only connects you to God, but delivers you from 

you and from the madness of you and your propensity to make life about you in the here and 

now.” ~ Paul Tripp, The Insanity of Sin 

21. V18. Not only does he come to his senses, but he is spiritually awakened.  He realizes that 

what he had done may have been fun for a while, but it was actually sin.  And his sin brought 

on his predicament.  He knows that he has sinned not only against his father but also against 

God his heavenly Father.  By breaking the tenth commandment (do not covet), he proceeded 

to break the fifth (honor your parents) and first (no other gods but the LORD) 

commandments, and all the rest (cf. Ex 20:3-17).   So he resolves that he will return home to 

his father and confess his sin.  The picture of the penitent is classic.  He is not sorry for what 

he has lost, but for what he has done and who he has offended.  WLC 76, 185. 

22. V19. The prodigal demonstrates the genuine character of his repentance by not seeking 

restoration based on his right as son and heir.  No, he resolves to tell his father that he is no 

longer worthy to be called a son.  In his mind he has forfeited that right and in humility will 

not seek it again.  Instead he will ask his father to treat him as one of the other hired servants.  

Akin to a day-laborer, a hired servant in the ancient Near East had no status in the family.  He 

was not a member of the household like a bondservant, and therefore was not provided for 

like a bondservant.  His only provision would be remuneration for services rendered.  As a 
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hired servant and not a restored son, he would also not impose on his older brother’s 

inheritance (another genuine sign of his repentance). 

23. Vv20-24. The father’s forgiveness is immediate and total.  He holds no grudges nor 

withholds any good thing from his repentant son.  All the pain of knowing his son was lost 

and dead is now healed knowing the younger son has returned alive and found.  There is 

rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents (Lk 15:7,10)! 

24. V20. Notice the prodigal didn’t just plan out his return home, or just decide to return home.  

He acted on his guilty conscience and actually repented.  He arose from his squalor and came 

to his father.  This must have been emotionally difficult since he was unsure how he would be 

received by his father.  Furthermore, the long trip would have been arduous in his weakened 

condition.  But he persevered and made it home.  What will happen when his father sees 

him?  Will his father accept his apology and hire him as a servant, or will the father shame 

him and send him away?  Surely the prodigal son knows his father is a loving parent, but he 

is also a respectable wealthy man of the community.  Will he withhold love for his son out of 

a sense of propriety?  The father would be within his rights to do so.  The prodigal son and 

Jesus’ audience must be waiting with bated breath for the father’s response.  Everything 

hangs in the balance! 

The father was longing to see his son, and surely was frequently looking on the horizon for a 

first glimpse of his return.  While the prodigal was still a long way off, his father saw him 

coming home and felt compassion welling up inside him (cf. Jer 30:18; Hos 11:1-9).  He 

must have known what his younger son was feeling—guilt, shame, humiliation, fear.  With 

unbridled (and socially undignified) joy the father ran out to meet his son on the road.  

Before his son had a chance to say anything, the father “fell on his neck” (embraced him; cf. 

Gen 33:4; 45:14; 46:29) and kissed his long-lost son.  Before his son got a word in edge-

wise, the father felt compassion, ran, embraced, and tenderly kissed his son again and again.  

What a beautiful picture of the lavish love of God!  All doubt of how the father would 

respond falls away.  God does love the world after all (Jn 3:16-17).  Jesus’ audience would 

have reacted based on what kind of person each was.  Younger brother types would be 

weeping tears of joy and hope, seeing perhaps for the first time how their prodigal living was 

wounding the heart of their heavenly Father, and how happy God is when sinners repent and 

return home (Jas 4:8).  Older brother types would be either shocked at such “cheap grace” 

cast before devouring swine, or else their hearts would break out of their own pride and lack 

of love for their prodigal brothers.  At this point in the telling of the parable, hearts are 

revealed.  Who loves the Father, and who just loves the Father’s things? 

25. V21. But the prodigal son will not be deterred from his “I’m sorry” speech.  Conviction 

drives him to humble confession and repentance.  So he begins by telling his father how he 

has sinned against God and his earthly father.  He expresses that he feels he has forfeited all 

right to be called his father’s son.  This humble sinner knows he is not worthy, and he is 

content to remain unworthy in his father’s sight. 

26. V22. NET sn: The need for sandals underlines the younger son's previous destitution, 

because he was barefoot. 
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27. V22. But the father does not permit his son to continue.  He cuts off his son’s speech before 

the part when the son will ask to be hired as one of the household servants.  Of course the 

father would never have kept his son on as an employee.  The running, the embrace, the kiss.  

The laughter, the smiles, the tears.  They all reveal the father’s desire to completely restore 

his son.  He is forgiven, full and free.  So the father calls to one of his servants to bring 

provisions for his son: the best robe, a ring (perhaps with the family signet), and sandals.  

These are not merely clothing, but the finest clothing belonging to the father, signaling the 

father fully forgiving and restoring his son to all the rights, status, and privilege of family (cf. 

Gen 41:42; Isa 61:10; 2 Cor 5:21).  The robe signified family status; the ring was a symbol of 

family authority.  He needed sandals perhaps because he was walking barefoot, or his shoes 

were soiled by contact with pigs.  But more likely sandals are a free man’s privilege since 

bondservants went barefoot. 

28. V23. This is cause for a celebration!  The father orders the fattened calf—the one that is grain 

fed; the calf saved for a special occasion (cf. Gen 18:7; Amos 6:4) brought and prepared for 

food.  Meat at a meal is normally saved for special occasions.  They will eat and celebrate the 

prodigal son’s return today! 

29. V24. What is the cause for celebration?  The father announces it aloud.  Not the self-

indulgence of the prodigal, but for his repentance and return to the family.  The prodigal son 

had learned the meaning of misery in the faraway country apart from his father, and had only 

learned the meaning of mercy back home restored to his father.  From where the prodigal has 

been compared to where he is now, it is as if he was dead but is now alive again.  

Resurrection joy!  As if he was lost but is now found again (cf. Lk 15:6-7, 9-10).  The 

younger son was presumed lost and dead, but has unexpectedly returned home.  The father 

never gave up hope.  “There is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents” 

(Lk 15:10; cf 15:7).  This is a picture of what God’s kingdom looks like.  It is full of people 

who were spiritually dead but made alive in Christ (Jn 5:24; Eph 2:1-10; Lk 19:10; excellent 

prep for Lord’s Supper after a sermon on the prodigal son). 

30. Illustration: I remember an instance immediately after a worship service when a prodigal 

child was restored to the fellowship of the church.  A teenage girl had sinned sexually and 

had gotten pregnant.  Sometime later (before giving birth to her child), the girl and her family 

came privately to the elders of the church.  She confessed her sin and showed the fruit of 

repentance.  The elders were convinced her repentance was not merely remorse or regret, so 

they restored her as a forgiven child of God and received her back with open arms.  What 

happened next left an indelible mark on my memory.  That Sunday the elders brought the 

teenage girl and her family before the church to share pertinent details, and how they had 

received her back in love and forgiveness, fully restored as a child of God.  Then they gently 

warned the congregation that we must fully forgive her also and celebrate with the church her 

return to God, and if anyone had a problem with that, then they had a problem with the 

elders.  It was not a threat forcing people to extend forgiveness, but a reminder that to not 

forgive and celebrate her return put one at odds with the church.  It was a beautiful 

demonstration of protection and defense of a vulnerable prodigal child come home. 

31. Application: This parable is especially helpful for those who struggle with assurance of their 

salvation.  Some Christians have a sensitive conscience, struggling with doubts whether God 
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can love a sinner like them, or whether God will ever stop seeking them, embracing them, 

loving them.  The image of the father having compassion, running with unbridled joy to 

embrace and kiss those who repent is a powerful medicine for lack of salvation assurance.  

Having a sensitive conscience is actually evidence that a person loves God and that God 

loves that person as his very own son!  God embraces those who turn to him.  This fact alone 

should encourage us in the love and grace God’s embrace generates. 

32. V25. We’ve seen the last of the prodigal son (represented by the tax collectors and “sinners” 

in Jesus’ audience.  The younger son has been restored to the father and his household.  He is 

in the house celebrating the glorious grace shown to him, and seeing his father with new eyes 

of love and gratitude.  But the older brother (represented by the scribes and Pharisees) is not 

in the house.  He is in the field working, as usual.  When he came near the house he heard the 

music and dancing emanating from inside. 

33. V26. So the older son called to one of the household servants, inquiring what the music and 

dancing mean.  As the only son living at home with his father, he would usually know when a 

party was planned.  This celebration is obviously spontaneous.  Perhaps it is a surprise party 

for him, rewarding him for all his hard work on his father’s estate? 

34. V27. The servant answered the older son’s question.  The celebration is spontaneous, for his 

younger brother has come home.  Since the father has received him back safe and sound 

(physically and spiritually), he has killed the fattened calf.  The picture is clear.  The younger 

son has been an irresponsible prodigal partier.  The older son has been a responsible, frugal 

worker.  How will the older son react to this news? 

35. V28. It seems the servant by informing the older son (his master’s heir) of the celebration 

expects him to come in to join the party.  But the older brother is angry at the very thought of 

celebrating his younger brother.  He refused to come in.  It is as if he is proud for earning his 

position as honored, firstborn son for all his years of hard work.  He is mumbling, grumbling, 

and complaining like the scribes and Pharisees (Lk 15:2).  This is quite a significant detail in 

the story.  One gets the picture that Jesus is visiting the home of some local tax collectors and 

“sinners,” eating and talking with them.  The scribes and Pharisees are standing at the door, 

perhaps listening to Jesus through the doorway or window, refusing to come inside an 

unclean house to join an “unholy celebration.”  But God will not forget even them.  In the 

parable, the father comes outside to speak with his older son, urging him to come inside to 

join the celebration.  The father’s going outside to meet his older son is an act of grace (cf. 

Gen 4:6-7).  Likewise Jesus urges the scribes and Pharisees to celebrate the repentance and 

return of prodigals in this acceptable year of the Lord (Lk 4:18-21).  For both his older and 

younger sons, the father takes the initiative to restore their relationship to him.  Putting 

together the lesson of all three parables (lost sheep, lost coin, lost son), we gather that God 

sovereignly and actively seeks lost unworthy sinners who do not seek him. 

36. Quotation: There are many elder sons and elder daughters who are lost while still at home.  

And it is this lostness—characterized by judgment and condemnation, anger and resentment, 

bitterness and jealousy—that is so pernicious and so damaging to the human heart.  Often we 

think about lostness in terms of actions that are quite visible, even spectacular…The lostness 

of the elder son, however, is much harder to identify.  After all, he did all the right things.  He 
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was obedient, dutiful, law-abiding, and hardworking.  People respected him, admired him, 

praised him, and likely considered him a model son.  Outwardly, the elder son was faultless.  

But when confronted by his father’s joy at the return of his younger brother, a dark power 

erupts in him and boils to the surface.  Suddenly, there becomes glaringly visible a resentful, 

proud, unkind, selfish person, one that had remained deeply hidden, even though it had been 

growing stronger and more powerful over the years.” ~ Henri Nouwen, The Return of the 

Prodigal Son, 70-71. 

37. Quotation: “…which does more damage, lust or resentment?  There is so much resentment 

among the ‘just’ and the ‘righteous.’  There is so much judgment, condemnation, and 

prejudice among the ‘saints.’  There is so much frozen anger among the people who are so 

concerned about avoiding ‘sin.’  The lostness of the resentful ‘saint’ is so hard to reach 

precisely because it is so closely wedded to the desire to be good and virtuous.” ~ Henri 

Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son, 71. 

38. V29. Now the heart of the older son is revealed.  One can hear the echo of the Pharisees, as if 

he is saying of his father, “This man receives sinners and eats with them!” (Lk 15:2)  As 

much as he thinks he is better and more worthy as a son, he is no different than his younger 

brother.  Neither understand what it means to be a son of his father.  The younger brother 

sought the father’s things by being very bad.  The older brother is jealous that he never had 

the chance to party with his friends and eat a measly young goat (cheaper food than the 

fattened calf)!  The older brother has been working for the father’s things by being very 

good.  He actually makes this explicit when he boasts of his many years working for the 

father and never disobeying his command.  In his mind the celebration is not fair.  The 

younger brother doesn’t deserve a party but gets one.  But the older brother deserves a party 

for his years of service, but doesn’t get one.  Thus both the older and younger brother are the 

same—they both wanted the father’s things rather than a relationship with the father.  They 

just used different strategies to get those things.  Yet both strategies result in rebellion against 

the father! 

39. Quotation: “The more I reflect on the elder son in me, the more I realize how deeply rooted 

this form of lostness really is and how hard it is to return home from there.  Returning home 

from a lustful escapade seems so much easier than returning home from a cold anger that has 

rooted itself in the deepest corners of my being. My resentment…is far more pernicious: 

something that has attached itself to the underside of my virtue.  Isn’t it good to be obedient, 

dutiful, law-abiding, hardworking, and self-sacrificing?  And still it seems that my 

resentments and complaints are mysteriously tied to such praiseworthy attitudes.  This 

connection often makes me despair…Here, I am faced with my own true poverty.  I am 

totally unable to root out my resentments.  They are so deeply anchored in the soil of my 

inner self that pulling them out seems like self-destruction.  How to weed out these 

resentments without uprooting the virtues as well?...How can I return [home] when I am lost 

in resentment, when I am caught in jealousy, when I am imprisoned in obedience and duty 

lived out as slavery?  It is clear that alone, by myself, I cannot find myself.  More daunting 

than healing myself as the younger son is healing myself as the elder son…I can only be 

healed from above, from where God reaches down.  What is impossible for me is possible for 

God.” ~ Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son, 75-76. 
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40. V30. The older son reveals his jealousy and sense of betrayal to his father.  He basically says, 

“I’ve been good and worked hard for you all these years.  I deserve the chance to enjoy your 

things.  But this son of yours—he’s no brother of mine—throws away your property on 

prostitutes and you kill the fattened calf for him.  That’s out of whack!”  The older son is full 

of bitterness against his younger brother.  He won’t even acknowledge him as brother, just as 

the lawyer could not bring himself to acknowledge the Samaritan as the one who acted as a 

neighbor (cf. Lk 10:37).  Perhaps the older son had in mind this proverb: “He who loves 

wisdom makes his father glad, but a companion of prostitutes squanders his wealth” (Prov 

29:3).  The irony is that the older son’s bitter resentment has made him just as lost to his 

father’s love as the younger son had been.  The tables have turned.  He who was lost is now 

found; he who was always at his father’s side is now lost!  Why?  Because the older brother 

does not really know his father despite being at home near him.  He does not understand how 

a son stands in relation to his father.  He views his father as a taskmaster or scorekeeper, 

someone to approach on the basis of works.  He views his father as someone who uses his 

services for gain rather than loving him as a son.  In contrast, the younger brother truly 

knows his father because he relates to him on the basis of grace, coming to him in humility, 

repentance, and love.  Being nearby God is not the same as knowing God. 

41. Application: This is not just a lesson on the joy of forgiving others, and the opportunity 

missed when we withhold forgiveness.  No, the stakes are much higher than that.  At the end 

of the parable, the older brother stands outside the celebration, estranged from his younger 

brother, his father, and the rest of the family.  Will he come inside?  Or will he remain angry 

and estranged from them?  No one can claim to love God and continue to hate his brother.  

The love of God is not in such a person, thus revealing a lack of salvation (1 Jn 4:20-21). 

42. V30. NET sn: The charge concerning the prostitutes is unproven, but essentially the older 

brother accuses the father of committing an injustice by rewarding his younger son's 

unrighteous behavior. 

43. Vv31-32.  Despite what many believe, it is not only the love of God that saves us.  It is the 

love of God joined to the grace of God.  One way to remember what grace means is the 

acronym G.R.A.C.E. (“God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense”).  Grace is free to the recipient, 

but it is expensive to the giver.  If a gift does not cost anything, it is cheap grace.  Grace 

therefore is love that pays a price.  So how was the younger son saved from himself, 

forgiven, and restored back to his father’s family?  The prodigal was restored as a son with 

the best robe, a ring, sandals, and a celebration.  Who paid the expense of his restoration?  

The elder brother who was the heir of all the father’s property!  The younger brother could 

only be restored to the family at the expense (love plus grace) of the older brother.  This is 

the tragedy of the parable.  The Pharisees as the older brothers of the prodigals were (as yet) 

unwilling to pay the price to restore their brothers.  But Jesus is the true elder brother who 

willingly and joyfully paid the price.  The price to bring back sinners was his sacrifice of 

himself on the cross.  To satisfy the law and the wrath of God due to us for sin, and to 

accomplish the loving and gracious plan of God to save prodigals and bring them back home.  

Hallelujah! 

44. V31. Just as the father responded with patience and grace to his younger son’s slap across his 

face, so he responds in like manner to his older son.  The father’s love is highlighted here, 
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and contrasted with the bitter hatred of the older son who knows nothing of love.  The father 

loves both his sons.  First, he tenderly calls the elder brother “son,” reminding him that he is 

still loved, and that the father is quite aware that his older son has not left his side (cf. Jn 

8:35).  By including this in the parable, Jesus reminds the scribes and Pharisees that he loves 

them too, and wants them to take their place in the celebration. They still have a chance to 

respond to Jesus’ offer of the kingdom and to rejoice with God and their prodigal brothers 

returned home.  Second, he gently reminds his son that the inheritance has been divided.  All 

that the father still owns belongs to the heir—the older son.  His inheritance rights remain 

protected.  But there is an important yet subtle detail here.  The celebration for the younger 

brother is on the older brother’s dime.  In other words, the younger son has been received 

back at the older brother’s expense.  Yet this is the responsibility and privilege of the older 

brother to forgive and receive back his younger brother in this manner.  To remain sour is to 

miss the wonderful blessings of his relationship with his father.  To remain skeptical is to 

deeply hurt those who have repented and need our trust and encouragement that they belong.  

We must not hold repentant prodigals to a higher standard than God holds those who seek to 

walk with him.  To hold a higher standard is hypocritical since we have been accepted by 

God only by his grace and the sacrifice of Jesus for us. 

45. V32. Jesus concludes the parable by tying all three of the lost and found parables together.  It 

is fitting to celebrate and be happy when one who is lost and dead comes back found and 

alive (cf. Lk 19:10; Mt 10:6; 18:10-14).  Being dead and returning alive is an image of 

Christian conversion (Rom 6:13; Eph 2:1,5)  The father is not being “wasteful prodigal” but 

rather “extravagant prodigal” with his estate in throwing a celebration for his lost son found.  

It is fitting and right to celebrate.  We must celebrate because to not celebrate is to refuse to 

join the heavenly father.  This is the way God prescribes we respond to prodigal sons when 

they are saved.  “It is necessary” that we imitate the angels and our heavenly Father who 

rejoice when the prodigal returns home.  It is necessary that the father remind us (and we 

acknowledge) that both sons (older and younger brothers) are members of God’s family.  It is 

necessary that we celebrate God’s salvation coming to social outcasts.  For “older brother” 

types to experience the benefits of sonship and fellowship with God, they must celebrate the 

repentance of “younger brother” types.  Otherwise “older brothers” will remain outside, 

estranged from the Father and his children.  Being outside and estranged is not compatible 

with salvation. 

46. V32. NET sn: The theme he was lost and is found is repeated from v. 24. The conclusion is 

open-ended. The reader is left to ponder with the older son (who pictures the scribes and 

Pharisees) what the response will be. The parable does not reveal the ultimate response of the 

older brother. Jesus argued that sinners should be pursued and received back warmly when 

they return. 

47. So where is Jesus in this parable?  He is not the younger son who spends his father’s wealth 

on riotous living.  He is not the father.  He is not the older son in the parable who serves his 

father out of duty, responsibility, and pride, not out of love for his father.  Jesus is the true 

older brother that the prodigal should have had.  Jesus does not disown his “younger 

brothers” for squandering his Father’s inheritance.  He loves these younger brothers so much 

he is willing to leave his Father’s house in heaven to seek and find his younger brothers, to 

bring them back to the heavenly Father as forgiven sons and restored heirs.  He brings his 
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younger brothers back into his Father’s family at the expense of his own inheritance, and he 

does so joyfully because he loves his Father and those who belong to him, calling them his 

brothers. In this way Jesus is better than Esau who didn’t seek his estranged brother but met 

him on the way home with an army, and was content to have a restored relationship but not to 

dwell with Jacob, perhaps because he still didn’t completely trust him (Gen 33:1-17).  Jesus 

even loves “older brothers” who have never left God’s side but are nevertheless estranged 

from Jesus’ Father and family, urging them to come and join the celebration of repentant 

prodigals come home.  Only then will older brothers find themselves loving the Father for 

himself and not for his things.  Every Christian and every church must ask themselves if they 

will imitate the elder brother or the loving father? 

48. Quotation: Jesus “throws out a challenge to all his hearers, be they like the elder brother or 

like the younger.  We tend to see ourselves as the prodigal and rejoice in the welcoming love 

of God.  This is good, and it is even better if we go on to make the appropriate response to 

that love.  But we might also profitably reflect that, unless we are very unusual, we can also 

see ourselves in the elder brother.  It is a common human failing to think that we are not 

appreciated as we ought to be, that people do not give us credit for what we have done.  And 

whether we be religious or irreligious, we are usually somewhat censorious towards those we 

see as having failed to live up to our standards, even if our standards are not theirs.  That 

Jesus leaves the elder son’s reaction open is encouraging.  We can still do the right thing.  

God’s love is a continuing challenge to all our self-seeking.” ~ Leon Morris, Luke TNTC, 

268. 

49. The last shall be first, and the first shall be last.  Jesus drove home the point that younger 

brothers are entering the kingdom of God before elder brothers (cf. Mt 9:9-13; Mt 21:28-31; 

Lk 7:37-50; Lk 18:9-14). 
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8 Sermon References 

John 8:34  Jesus answered them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 

Deuteronomy 14:8  And the pig, because it parts the hoof but does not chew the cud, is unclean for you. 
Their flesh you shall not eat, and their carcasses you shall not touch. 

Psalm 73:21-26  21 When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart,  22 I was brutish and 
ignorant; I was like a beast toward you.  23 Nevertheless, I am continually with you; you hold my right 
hand.  24 You guide me with your counsel, and afterward you will receive me to glory.  25 Whom have I in 
heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you.  26 My flesh and my heart may 
fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever. 

Hosea 11:8  How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? How can I make 
you like Admah? How can I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows 
warm and tender. 

Romans 7:21-25  So I find it to be a law that when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.  22 For I 
delight in the law of God, in my inner being,  23 but I see in my members another law waging war against 
the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  24 Wretched man 
that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?  25 Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our 
Lord! So then, I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve the law of sin. 

 




