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Joshua 5:9-12 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 
Psalm 32 Luke 15:1-3, 11b-22 

If there are any parables that most people in our society have at least heard, it 

could very well be this parable of the prodigal son. The title is unfortunate because there 

are really three main characters in this story, and each one of them have a different 

story to tell and all three of their stories must be included to gain and understanding of 

the parable. 

There is the prodigal son himself. Evidently he is the youngest of two sons. He is 

sick and tired of life on the farm and wants to go to the bright lights of the city. He is 

brash enough to ask his father for his share of his inheritance. His dad isn’t even dead 

yet, and the young man wants his inheritance. What is more surprising is that his father 

does give it to him and he goes to the Vegas, and it is party time, that is, until he runs 

out of money. Bankrupt, he is desperate and he ends up feeding pigs, a very shameful 

job for an Israelite. He could not have stooped any lower. In his desperation he decides 

that he’d be better off going back home and working for his father. He knew that he 

would not be welcomed back into the family, but he was hoping his father would hire 

him on as a hired hand. It would be a lot better than feeding pigs. He’d have an honest 

job. So he walks home, rehearsing the lines he would tell his father. As Paul Harvey 

used to say, and now—the rest of the story. 

When the father sees his young son coming home, he runs—does not walk—but 

runs to welcome the son with open arms. The prodigal son recites the lines he had 

rehearsed, but his father will not have it. The father throws a party, and not just any 

party. The joy of this father was made all the more complete by the abundance of the 
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party: the best robe, the finest ring, the fatted calf. The prodigal son is overwhelmed by 

the welcome and love of his father. It was more than he could have imagined. 

The actions of the father were scandalous. Such a party, such a welcome, such a 

reception was scandalous in that time and place. First of all, the prodigal son shamed 

his father, his family. And then for the father to run to the son was also scandalous. 

Someone in a superior position, such as a father and a son, would not have done such 

a thing. For this father to have fully accepted his son was also scandalous. The father 

would have been the talk of the town. It was all over Facebook: Did you see what he 

did? Shame, shame, shame! Someone caught it on their smartphone and uploaded it to 

YouTube. With hundreds of thousands of hits, this father’s shame was seen not only 

throughout the community, but all over the world. The grace, mercy, and love that the 

father extends to the prodigal son was scandalous.  

And then we have the elder son. In that society, and in some of the Middle-

Eastern societies today, the older brother has more responsibility to his parents than the 

other siblings. He would be responsible for taking care of his parents. Veda from 

Pakistan, she mentioned that all of her husband’s brothers have moved to the United 

States. But her husband stayed behind in Pakistan because he was the older brother. 

He had a responsibility to stay there to take care of his parents. This older son had been 

dutiful in carrying out his responsibility. The older brother hears the party going on and 

inquires about it. The servant tells him, “Your brother has come back home safe and 

sound and you father is throwing a party.” Well, that went over like a pregnant pole-

vaulter! The older brother is angry. When the father hears about his older son refusing 

to attend the party, the father goes out to the older son to explain. But the older brother 
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would not change his mind. He declares, “I have been your obedient son, working like a 

slave for you. I have never disobeyed you. You have never thrown a party for me! But 

when this son of yours”—notice he did not refer to him as his brother—“this younger son 

of yours has wasted your money on prostitutes, you throw him a party.” This is the first 

time we have heard anything about prostitutes. Was the elder son embellishing the 

story to escalate the conflict? He is angry, he is jealous of the father extending his grace 

to the disobedient younger son. He had been an obedient son, and his father never 

gave him a party with his friends. The story ends there. Did the older brother finally go 

into the party? Did he and his younger brother finally reconciled? How did this affect the 

relationship and the dynamics between these three men? 

As I said, we need to consider the actions of all three of the characters to fully 

understand the story. It is a story about how scandalous is God’s free grace, mercy, and 

love. This story reminds us, first of all, that our salvation is not about us, but about God 

and what God has done for us. The focus is on what God has done. Our salvation 

happened when Jesus died on the cross. It is something that God has already done for 

us. The father represents God. God is a God of grace. God forgives us before we come 

back to God. Just as the father’s welcome of his prodigal son was scandalous, so God’s 

love for us is scandalous. The prodigal son represents God’s scandalous love, mercy, 

and grace. Even though the younger son had sinned, and shamed the rest of his family, 

the father continues to love the younger son, welcomes him back to the family. The 

elder son represents those who resent God’s graciousness. The elder son resented his 

father throwing a party for his prodigal brother, resented his father accepting this 

reprobate son back fully into the family and the family business. 
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Our passage began with the Pharisees and the scribes complaining about Jesus 

association with the sinners. The Pharisees and scribes were, “grumbling and saying, 

‘This fellow welcomes sinner and eats with them.’” How dare Jesus befriend those 

people. They do not deserve God’s love, mercy, and grace! Are we like the Pharisees 

and the scribes, do we grumble at Jesus eating with these sinners and tax collectors, 

Jesus welcoming them? What happens when the church opens its arms to those why 

might consider sinners? One church was throwing a baby shower for a young woman in 

the small, rural community. She was pregnant out of wedlock. It was a small community. 

Everyone knew who she was and they all knew who the father was. They knew her 

story. Tongues were wagging. Yet, this church dared to throw a party for her. One 

couple grumbled. The church should not be throwing parties for such sinners! Throwing 

such a party only promotes such sinfulness. This couple resented the church throwing 

this party for this obvious sinner.  

Henri Nouwen, one of the great spiritual writers of the twentieth century, 

commented on the “lostness” of both sons in the story of the Prodigal Son. He wrote, 

“Did you ever notice how lost you are when you are resentful? It’s a very deep lostness. 

The younger son gets lost in a much more spectacular way — giving in to his lust and 

his greed, using women, playing poker, and losing his money. His wrongdoing is very 

clear-cut. He knows it and everybody else does, too. Because of it he can come back, 

and he can be forgiven. The problem with resentment is that it is not so clear-cut: It’s 

not spectacular. And it is not overt, and it can be covered by the appearance of a holy 

life. Resentment is so pernicious because it sits very deep in you, in your heart, in your 
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bones, and in your flesh, and often you don’t even know it is there. You think you’re so 

good. But in fact you are lost in a very profound way.” 

I’ll end with this thought. Let us not be resentful, but let us be thankful for God’s 

scandalous mercy and grace. For we too stand in need of God’s grace and mercy. 

Let every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. 


