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1Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 
2And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, "This man receives 
sinners and eats with them."  3So he told them this parable:
11And he said, "There was a man who had two sons. 12And the younger 
of them said to his father, 'Father, give me the share of property that is 
coming to me.' And he divided his property between them. 13Not many 
days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a 
far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living. 14And 
when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and 
he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16And 
he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave 
him anything.   17"But when he came to himself, he said, 'How many of 
my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here 
with hunger! 18I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, 
"Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants."' 
20And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way 
off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him 
and kissed him. 21And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 
22But the father said to his servants, 'Bring quickly the best robe, and put 
it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 23And bring 
the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24For this my son 
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was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.' And they began to 
celebrate.
 25"Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew 
near to the house, he heard music and dancing. 26And he called one 
of the servants and asked what these things meant. 27And he said to 
him, 'Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened 
calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.' 28But he was 
angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 
29but he answered his father, 'Look, these many years I have served 
you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a 
young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. 30But when this 
son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, 

you killed the fattened calf for him!' 31And he said to him, 'Son, you are 
always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32It was fitting to celebrate 
and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and 
is found.'"

A young man was homeless. He had been raised back east, the son of a 
well-to-do family.  But after college he cut all ties with home.  And 
traveled out west to seek his own fortune.  He entered into a series of 
business enterprises, all of which failed.  Somehow he ended up in Kansas 
City, destitute.  He became a burglar.  

On a Christmas Eve, his thirty-first birthday, hungry, with no money in his 
pockets, he returned home.  His mother was so glad to see him, she 
didn’t think to ask him why he hadn’t called or written ahead to let them 
know he was coming.  She didn’t think to ask him why he had come into 
the house without knocking.  He hadn’t even called out, “Hello!”  She had 
discovered him in her bedroom, but she didn’t bother to ask him what he 
was doing there. 

Finally, he could take her rejoicing no longer.  He confessed that when he 
first entered the house he had no idea his parents were living there.  The 
last he knew they still lived back east.  When he had entered the house, 
he had had no intention of returning home.  He had entered the house to 
rob it. 
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That’s not exactly the way we picture the return of the Prodigal.  
Something about my story is not right.  That’s correct.  Something 
about my story is not right.  But who would say that what’s wrong 
with my story is that it tells about only one son, instead of two? 

In Jesus’ Parable we have, of course, the perfect picture of a prodigal 
son.  He’s a person who leaves home and gets into trouble.  He 
finally hits bottom. He becomes regretful and returns home 
repentant.  But in this Parable there is a second son: the responsible 
son.  He too does something shameful.  But he’s not regretful.  And 
the Parable abruptly ends with the responsible son not repenting. 

We’re never quite sure what to do with the second son of the Parable.  
So, in our preaching and teaching, that part of the Parable usually becomes 
an afterthought.  Even the title that has generally been given to this 
Parable omits the responsible son.  His story just doesn’t match up with 
our perfect picture of repentance.  Year after year, we teach, preach, and 
believe this perfect picture of repentance.  It becomes the basis for our 
approach to the prodigals in our own lives.  It becomes the basis for our 
approach to the lost and the straying.  We tell ourselves that when they 
hit bottom, they’ll become regretful.  And, knowing they can find 
forgiveness with the church, they will return repentant.

But the older son didn’t return repentant.  And neither did the Prodigal 
Son. 

Listen once again to how Jesus tells the story.   And he was longing to fill his 
stomach with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.  But 
when he came to himself…  

The Prodigal came to himself.  That is, he got smart.  Jesus didn’t say the 
Prodigal repented, even though repent was a word Jesus often used in his 
preaching.  The Prodigal didn’t repent.  He came to himself.  He got smart.  
It finally occurred to him.  He didn’t have to go back and live under his 
father’s roof and put up with his older brother’s ridicule for squandering 
his inheritance.  He didn’t have to reconcile with his father or his brother.  
He could live independently, if he worked as his father’s employee, as a 
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hired servant.  But he’d need his father’s backing to get on the family 
payroll.  So, he comes up with a convincing speech.  

The opening remark of his planned speech is carefully selected by 
Jesus.  I have sinned against heaven and before you.  These exact words 
are found in one other place in the Bible.  

They’re the words Pharaoh spoke to Moses after the ninth plague 
and just before the Passover.  The words that Pharaoh used to try to 
manipulate Moses. Jesus’ audience would have recognized those 
words.  So they would have recognized that the Prodigal’s intent was 
to manipulate his father into giving him a job.  And just so his father 
wouldn’t get the idea of taking him back in as a son, the next 

sentence of his planned speech is also carefully selected: I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired servants.  

So, the Prodigal did not return repentant.

But that is what we have taught and preached and practiced.  So, we have 
waited for the lost and the straying and the Prodigals to come to us.  But 
they don’t. 

• Just as the people of the city of Nineveh did not come to Jonah.  God 
sent Jonah to them.  

• Just as King David did not come to Nathan to confess his adultery 
with Bathsheba and the part he played in the murder of her husband. 
God sent Nathan to him. 

• Just as the sinners and tax collectors with whom Jesus ate did not 
come to Him. God came to them, personally.

God comes to us, because that’s how repentance happens.  God comes to 
us.  That’s what we see in the second part of Jesus’ Parable.  The 
responsible son did not return repentant.  But the father did not merely 
wait for this son to return.  Nor did he order this son to come into the 
celebration banquet.  The son surely would have obeyed, like a servant.  
But the father has plenty of hired servants.  He wants a son.  So, the 
father comes to his son, paying the dear price of swallowing his dignity by 
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walking out on his guests to go out to explain himself to his pouting son.  
With the hope that it would soften his son’s heart. 

God comes to us with that same hope. 

That is what we see in the first part of the Parable, also.  The father 
does not sit back and wait for his Prodigal Son…to give that well-
rehearsed speech.  Because if he does, he will have back a hired 
servant.  He has plenty of hired servants.  He wants a son.  So the 
father comes running out to the Prodigal while he is still a long way 
off.  The father pays the dear price of swallowing his dignity to run 
out in front of the entire community to embrace and kiss his filthy 
son, before the son can give his well-rehearsed speech.  And the joy 

of being found must have overwhelmed the hardness of the Prodigal’s 
heart.  Because when he actually makes his speech to his father’s face, he 
speaks of his sin and unworthiness to be called a son, but he stops there.  
He leaves out the part about being a hired servant.  The idea of not 
reconciling with his father and brother has melted within his father’s 
warm and costly embrace. 

That is the real picture of this Parable:  God coming to us. 

God paying the dear price of taking the shame that should be ours upon 
Himself.  God paying the dear price of taking on human flesh, coming to 
us bloody and nailed to a cross, His back ripped to shreds and the crown 
of His head punctured with thorns.  God coming to us shining brighter 
than the sun with arms outstretched and the scars clearly visible on His 
palms.  God coming to us at such a cost that it enables us to repent of 
our sitting back and waiting that He may send us to those responsible 
sons and daughters who have not repented.  That He may send us to 
those prodigal sons and daughters who have not returned.  God loving 
and forgiving them through our costly embrace that their hearts may yet 
be overwhelmed at the joy of being found.

Amen
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