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Luke 15:1-3, 11-32 

15 Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 2 And the 

Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This man receives sinners and eats with 

them.”   3 So he told them this parable: 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son 

11 And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And 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. 13 Not 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. 14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine 

arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself 

out to[a] one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 

16 And 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! 18 I will arise and go to 

my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 

19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired 

servants.”’ 20 And 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. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 

you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 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 shoes 

on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 
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24 For this my son 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. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what 

these things meant. 27 And 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.’ 

28 But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 

29 but 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. 30 But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your 

property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ 31 And he said to him, 

‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 It was fitting to celebrate 

and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’” 

 

 

“Look, these many years I have served you, and I’ve never disobeyed a single 

command of yours.” (Luke 15:29) 

 

One of the most popular TV series in recent years has been Downton Abbey. It’s about 

an English family. They are of the nobility. They have titles and a large house with 

servants. When the series began several years ago, this family was living in the years 

right before WWI. Since then, the series has taken them through the war years and into 

the 1920’s.  You, the viewer, get some idea of what it would have been like for such a 

family and its servants to live through those years and how their lives would have been 

affected. There was the time when Downton Abbey (their mansion of a house) is 

turned into a convalescent hospital for soldiers wounded in the war.  

 

Or, when one of the young footmen of Downton Abbey comes back from the war 

critically wounded. He is dying, and the only thing he wants in the world is for a kitchen 

maid named Daisy to marry him. She does not want to. She does not love him. But the 

cook, Mrs. Patmore, convinces Daisy to go through with it anyway, to grant the man 

his dying wish. The wedding is held at his bedside.  
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Well, the young footman dies. His father, Daisy’s father-in-law, wants to treat her like 

the daughter he never had. He even wants her to inherit the family farm. But Daisy is 

reluctant. She finds the relationship awkward. She finds it uncomfortable to deal with 

him as her father.  

 

The viewer may find her reluctance understandable. After all, she hardly knows the 

man. She had never met him before, because she and the footman never dated. She 

feels guilty that the marriage was just a sham. Of course, she may feel uncomfortable 

relating to her legal father-in-law as though he is her father. But Daisy’s situation does 

raise for us this morning a very important question. How comfortable are you with 

relating to God as your dear Father?  

 

This Parable of the Prodigal Son, perhaps more than any other passage in the Bible, 

makes it clear how God wants to relate to us and how He wants us to relate to Him. It’s 

about a father and his two sons. It’s about a father who is not like hardly any father 

you have ever known or even heard of. It’s as if he’s a combination of the best traits of 

both a father and a mother. This father is affectionate, generous, has feelings, has a 

heart, is a warm person, and is in no way distant or detached from his two sons. He 

would never abuse them.  

 

We can imagine that this father in the parable is the kind who loves it when his kids call 

him Dad. Who loves it when his kids are watching out the window waiting for him to 

come home. Who loves it when his kids call him on the phone just to talk. Who loves his 

kids to a fault. If we question whether the God of our Bible is really like that, then all we 

need is to recall a couple of other familiar passages. Such as when Jesus said, “O 

Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often I would have gathered your children together as a 

hen gathers her young.” Or, when Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Abba 

Father, take this cup from Me.” Abba in the Aramaic language is a term of 

endearment for a father, like the word Dad. It is clear from those verses that this 

parable’s depiction of God as a dear Father is not unique or odd or off-base or 

somehow misinterpreted. This is how God wants us to see Him and how He wants us to 

relate to Him: as the most tender of parents who loves it when we call Him up just to 

talk.  
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But maybe you’re still not comfortable with relating to God in that way. If it’s because 

your earthly father abused you, then I believe God is understanding and is patient with 

that.  

 

Yet, for others of us there may be other reasons for avoiding a close, affectionate 

relationship with God. The two sons in the parable certainly had their reasons. The 

younger son put a lot of mileage between himself and his father. That way he didn’t 

have to see how much he was breaking his father’s heart. The older son put a lot of 

emotional distance between himself and his father. He was “slaving” for his father, he 

said. He was more of a servant or an employee than a son. That way he could think 

about disobedience as merely a breaking of the boss’s rules, not a breaking of his 

father’s heart. The emotional distance he had put between himself and his father was 

how he was able to say that he’d never disobeyed a single command of his father’s. 

He didn’t consider any times he may have hurt his father, or rejected his father’s love, 

or ignored his father’s desire to be close. He thought of sin as only a breaking of rules. 

And in that regard he was faultless. It is interesting to note that that is exactly the word 

Paul used to describe himself when he recounted his days as a persecutor of the 

church. As to the laws of God he was faultless even while he was breaking God’s 

heart, killing God’s own people, the followers of Jesus. It’s that kind of relationship with 

God, one of emotional distance, thinking of disobedience as a breaking of rules, that 

gives us the idea that we have nothing we can think of to repent of. You only hurt the 

ones you love, so no need to worry about whether you have hurt God, if you don’t 

love Him. 

 

When love is rejected, when a person is hurt, they can do one of several things. They 

can get revenge. Or, they can walk away from the relationship in the hope that that 

will wake the other person up. That’s the most advisable solution. But there is a third 

option, though I don’t recommend it. The person who is rejected and hurt could reveal 

their broken heart to the one who broke it, risking further rejection and humiliation. That 

third option is the one the father in the parable chooses. He comes to each son, 

humiliating himself in public. He makes himself vulnerable. He humiliates himself in 

public by leaving the fatted calf celebration to come to his pouting son who is 

breaking his father’s heart by refusing to celebrate the seeking and the finding of the 

lost.  
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The father expresses this to him, reaffirming his love for his older son. “All I have is yours.” 

The unresolved ending reveals what a risk this is. The older son could give his father the 

brush-off. Could continue to serve his father but not love him.  

 

The father leaves his house, lifting his robes, shamefully baring his legs in order to run 

out to his younger son who has broken his father’s heart by asking for his inheritance 

and by leaving home. The father’s warm embrace of this son leaves no doubt in this 

son’s mind how his father feels about him. What his leaving home meant to his father. 

How it had broken his father’s heart but now how glad he had returned. But will this 

younger son maintain his distance. Will he return to serve but not love his father?  

 

This is the risk God chose with you and me. He came to us who had rejected His love. 

He left His home in heaven. The Word became flesh. On the cross He revealed to us 

how we had broken His heart, revealed to us the full measure of how we have 

rejected His love. He bared Himself upon the cross. Made Himself vulnerable. 

Humiliated Himself in order to show us His broken heart. And in so doing reveals the full 

measure of His fatherly love for us. That He forgives us. That more than anything He 

desires full reconciliation with us. He wants to be on tender speaking terms with us as 

we once were when we lived in the Garden of Eden. When we would walk together 

with God in the cool of the evening.  

 

Even now He comes to us. The feast, the celebration is spread out upon His table. That 

the calf had already been fattened says that in His heart reconciliation with us was 

always a done deal. He comes to us under the forms of bread and wine this morning, 

drawing us to His feast.  His outpouring of love upon us overwhelms us. Our hardened 

hearts are melted.    

 

Amen 

 


