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Text: Luke 15:11-32 
 

The Return of the Wayward Son 
 

 Usually, the Bible stories I preach to you about on Sundays are true stories.  The more 
amazing they are, the more the critics of the Bible want to portray them as fiction.  Today, I 
want to talk about a Bible story that is fiction.  It was intended to be fiction by the one who told 
the story.  It is a parable.  A parable is a fictional story that illustrates something that is true.  
A good parable can make you see the truth and hang onto it much better than just a lecture 
about that truth. The greatest teller of parables who ever lived was Jesus.  His stories 
illustrate true things about God and about human beings.  Who better to illustrate such 
things?  For no one knew God the Father better than Jesus, and no one knew human beings 
any better than Jesus.  
 
 This particular parable is usually known as the parable of the Prodigal Son.  What 
prompted this story is the grumbling of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law. (See Luke 
15:1)  They were the overtly religious social elite; and they were criticizing Jesus for 
welcoming the sinners who came to hear him, and for actually sharing a meal with them.  So 
Jesus told them three stories.  This one is the climax of the trilogy.  It shows His audience 
something about God’s love and how it works.  And it also shows them how these people 
they disdain are able to receive and enjoy God’s love.  But Jesus doesn’t stop there.  He has 
another character in the parable who demonstrates what happens when you presume to be 
worthy of God’s love because you think of yourself being so much better than these unsavory 
types. 
 
 There is a lot to say about this parable; and so I am going to focus on the younger son 
this week, and next week I will focus on the older son.  The story begins with the younger of 
the two sons making a demand upon his father that is so extreme and so outrageous that it 
grabs the listener’s attention immediately.  He asks his father to give him his inheritance now, 
without even waiting for the old man to die.  This unthinkable demand portrays a self-
centered young man whose thought is only of himself.  And it shows him as an ungrateful 
man, who has not understood the blessing of a family working together for everyone’s 
benefit.  It’s as if the son is saying, “I can’t wait for you to die, Father.  I want to chase after 
the good life now”.  Jesus doesn’t tell us that this demand broke the father’s heart, although 
He hints at it later in the story.  All He says is that the father granted the son’s request.  
  
 Before long the son takes off in search of whatever he thinks will make him happy.  
This happens a lot in our world today, and we have many expressions for this: 
 

• Heading out to find greener pastures 

• Going out to seek fame and fortune 
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• Cutting the cords 

• For middle-aged men, we call it a mid-life crisis. 

• For runaway wives, we call it, going off to find oneself. 

 What happened to this younger son was also a familiar story to us.  Things weren’t as 
good as he expected.  He got involved in a downward spiral.  Jesus put it this way: 
 

He set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.  After he 
had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began 
to be in need.  So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent 
him to his fields to feed pigs.  He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs 
were eating, but no one gave him anything. [Luke 15:11-16] 
 

 Jesus was describing a very long fall from the good life the young man had at home.  
The Jewish audience to whom He told this parable would have been shocked by the image of 
living among pigs.  And of course he was starving and had nowhere to turn. 
 
 Now let me pause here to note the different levels of meaning.  Whom does this young 
son represent?  The first level of meaning as Jesus told this story would have been His 
friends whom the upstanding citizens were calling “sinners.”  In this parable, the younger son 
is going to come to his senses, repent, realize what he has lost and come to his father 
humbly asking forgiveness.  That is what these “unsavory” friends of Jesus had done.  And 
Jesus is going to show how God rejoices when people come back from the pits and are 
reconciled to Him. 
 
 There is an obvious second level, and that is the personal level of everyone who hears 
this parable even today.  Many of us have wandered off the reservation and strayed from our 
closeness with God. 
   

• Some have explored eastern religions.  

• Some have decided we are too intellectual to believe the Christian worldview.  

• Some have gotten involved in addictive substances that kidnapped our loyalty.   

• Some have gotten into criminal activity. 

• Some have turned to lifestyles that God condemns.   

• Some have simply gotten all caught up in seeking what the world calls the good life, 
and have made God irrelevant in our lives. 
 

 So those are two levels of Jesus’s parable:  the explanation to the Pharisees, and the 
identification with the individual lives of sinners down through the ages.  There is a third level.  
That is the universal level.  This parable is about every person who ever lived; for it is a 



3 
 

retelling of the story of the Fall.  Adam and Eve, whom we meet in the first book of the Bible, 
were like this rich landowner’s children.  They had it good.  They were there in the garden, 
where everything was wonderful.  They saw God face to face every day.  They enjoyed 
intimacy with Him.  But Adam and Eve chose one day to turn from the one commandment 
God had given them.  They ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  They 
essentially said to God, “Give us our share of the estate, so we can go out and find greener 
pastures.”  And just as this parable retells the story of the Fall, it is telling the story of God’s 
redeeming love.  It is the story of God, making a way for His created loved ones to come to 
their senses, repent and return home to him with full honors. 
 
 Let’s go back to the parable, where we find the young son wallowing in the mud with 
the pigs.  Jesus said, 
 

When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my father’s hired hands have 
food to spare, and here I am starving to death!” Luke 15:17] 
 

 Well, yeah; it doesn’t take much deep thinking to realize that he has blown it.  He looks 
around him and “comes to his senses.”  It isn’t rocket science to think how good things could 
have been if he hadn’t made the stupid big mistake.  Would this be enough to make this 
parable the deep story about us and about God that Jesus intended?  There is a couple for 
whom some of us have been praying whose marriage is in trouble.  They have been married 
13 years and have a four-year-old son.  A few weeks ago, the husband told his wife that he 
didn’t love her anymore; in fact, he said he didn’t even like her.  She was, of course, 
devastated.  I’m not sure that the husband recognized just what a big deal his words were.  
But this was a nuclear explosion in their lives.  After a couple of days of shock, the wife 
persuaded him to go to a few sessions of counseling with her.   
 
 After a few weeks, the husband began to realize what the consequences of his words 
were.  He began to see that he might have to move out, and that he would not have as much 
time with his young child, whom he adores.  He saw the impact a divorce would have on their 
finances, and that a lot of what they had been able to build up would be lost on establishing 
two homes.  Perhaps it was a midlife crisis that caused him to say those words, but he began 
to see the enormous cost his freedom would entail. 
 
 As a consequence, there have been some signs of hope.  The wife has begun to see 
some of the mistakes she has made, and she has tried to change some things.  And the 
husband has softened, become more willing to talk about difficult and personal things, and 
become more kind to his wife.  As I pray for them, I am aware that they are not there yet.  For 
if all that has happened for the husband is that he has realized what he stands to lose, it can’t 
repair the damage of the nuclear explosion.  What he is going to need to do is to ask for 
forgiveness, to love his wife again and tell her so, and to work at making this a real marriage. 
 
 That is the next thing Jesus tells us in His parable.  The younger son, coming to his 
senses as he wallows with the pigs, goes beyond realizing what he has lost.  He realizes he 
has wronged his father, and he is prepared to take the heat for that.  And here is what he 
says: 
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I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: “Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like 
one of your hired servants.” [Luke 15:18-19] 

 
 This is the moment of repentance.  The man recognizes his sin.  He recognizes he is 
unworthy to be treated as a son.  And he is prepared to accept a lesser status, just to be back 
with his father.  As unworthy as he has realized himself to be, he is on track to be treated as 
worthy by a loving father.  So he heads for home.  And all along the road, I can see him 
rehearsing his speech. 
 
 Now, let’s see what the father is doing.  Jesus tells us that while the son was still a 
long way off, his father saw him.  This is a significant detail.  What it tells us is that the father 
was out scanning the horizon for his wayward son, hoping he would return.  This is not an 
angry father who said, “Good riddance,” when the kid left home.  
  

• This is a father who is bereft of the son he loves.   

• This is a father who wants his son back.   

• This is a father who is ready to forgive and restore and be reconciled to this son whom 
he loves.   
 

 Do you recognize whom Jesus is describing?   

o He is talking about the God we love and serve. 

o He is the God who created us for His good pleasure. 

o He is the God who never stops loving us. 

o He is the God of heaven and earth, who has made a way for us, through the 
suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus, to be restored to the relationship with 
Him for which He created us. 

 
 That is what Jesus was telling the Pharisees, just as He did in the two previous 
parables about the lost sheep and the lost coin.  Every single person is important to God, 
even these “sinners” with whom Jesus was keeping company.  There is a place in God’s 
Kingdom for everyone who will come to his or her senses, repent and seek God’s 
forgiveness, and turn their lives over to the Savior. 
 
 The image of the young prodigal son and the father meeting on the road is one of the 
most touching in all of scripture.  For the father runs to the son, throws his arms around him 
and kisses him.  The son begins his speech, and he is only part way into it when the father 
turns to the servants and says: 
 

“Quick!  Bring the best robe and put it on him.  Put a ring on his finger and sandals on 
his feet.  Bring the fattened calf and kill it.  Let's have a feast and celebrate.  For this 
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son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”  So they began to 
celebrate.  [Luke 15:22-24] 
 

 Celebration.  This was the punch line of the two previous parables Jesus told the 
Pharisees that day.  “There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents.” (See Luke 
15:7, 10) 
 
 The God we know, and the God about whom Jesus was preaching that day, is holding 
His arms wide open to receive sinners.  And in the same way, Jesus “stretched out His arms 
of love on the hard wood of the cross, so that [every repentant sinner] may come within the 
reach of His saving embrace.”  (Book of Common Prayer 1979, p. 101)  Every sinner who 
repents and returns to Him is restored and reconciled.  And God’s joy sets off a celebration in 
heaven. 
 
 In this parable of the wayward son, not everyone was celebrating with the father.  
There was the older son.  And that is what makes this parable the climax of the three Jesus 
told the grumbling Pharisees that day.  Next Sunday, we will take a look at that part of the 
parable, and I hope you will be here.  For the pride of the older son is in our blood, just as 
surely as the rebelliousness of his little brother is in our blood.  But triumphing over both, 
triumphing over all that has gone wrong with this world because of human sin, is the God of 
love.  And it is His grace, His unmerited, unearned, undeserved favor, which welcomes us 
back in with a kiss and a ring and sandals, a fattened calf and a celebration.  
 
 We praise God and thank Him for many things.  But most of all we thank and praise 
Him for His amazing grace.  For we would not be here  today, rejoicing in God’s house and 
basking in His love, were it not for His amazing grace. 
 
 Jeffrey O. Cerar, 2013 
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