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Text: Luke 15:11-32 
 

The Third Choice 
 

 In your bulletin today, you will see two Gospel readings.  The second one is the 
parable of the Prodigal Son, which I preached about last Sunday, and promised to continue 
on with today.  I’ve given today’s message the title, “The Third Choce.” 
 
 The term “prodigal” is a word we rarely use these days.  I can’t remember ever using 
the word “prodigal” in a sentence except to talk about this parable.  It means wasteful or 
extravagant.  The traditional name, “Prodigal Son,” comes from the wastefulness of the 
younger son, who asked the father for his share of the family inheritance, and then went out 
and squandered the whole thing in loose living.  The interesting thing is that the other two 
characters in the story are prodigal as well. The older brother, the obedient one who stayed 
behind to work on the family farm, is prodigal for the way he wasted the opportunity he had 
for a loving relationship with his father. The father is prodigal because he is extravagant in his 
love and forgiveness. 
 
 Let me recap this familiar story, and then I have a few things to say about the older 
brother.  The younger brother frittered away the whole inheritance, and ended up living with 
the pigs.  He came to his senses, and headed for home.  He realized the terrible wrong he 
had done, and he came home to beg forgiveness, expecting to be treated as a hired hand.  
But the father caught sight of him while he was yet a long way off.  He graciously took him 
back with love, restored him to his full position as a son, and threw a celebration. 
 
 The older brother got wind of this as he came in from the fields, and he was furious.  
He refused to go in to the party. His father went out after him, just as he had done with the 
other son.  And here is what the older son said: 
 

 ‘Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet 
you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30 But 
when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes 
home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ [Luke 15:29-30] 
 

 The loving father tried to reason with him:    
 

“My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.  But 
we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive 
again; he was lost and is found.” [Luke 15:31-32] 
 

 And that is where Jesus ended the parable.  He told this parable to illustrate some 
points about God’s love and our rebellion.  If you recall, He told this and two other stories 
because the Pharisees and teachers of the law were grumbling that Jesus hung out with 
sinners. (See Luke 15:1)  So it is pretty easy to discern who the three characters represent:   
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• The younger son is the sinners who strayed and now are back, listening to Jesus with 

hungry hearts. 
 

• The father represents God, who is gracious and forgiving, and whose generous, soul-
seeking love is shown in the way he deals with his two sons. 
 

• And the older son represents the Pharisees and the teachers of the law.  He 
proclaimed his own slavish obedience to the father, just as the Pharisees were proud 
of their slavish obedience to the myriad religious laws of the time. 

 
 When I talked last week about the young, rebellious son who came to his senses, 
some in the congregation undoubtedly identified with him.  Some of us have been on that 
kind of a tear, and have thankfully been forgiven and brought back into the fold of the Body of 
Christ.  Some of us also saw the whole human race in the young son, for the human 
condition is that we are alienated from God until He reconciles us to Him through His grace. 
 
 But now, let’s see how much of ourselves we see in this older son.  And first I want to 
talk about what is so terribly wrong with his attitude.  In those few words of the son’s angry 
speech to his father, Jesus tells us a whole lot.  He shows us an attitude that has the 
following poisonous qualities: 
 

1. The son saw his obedience as a distasteful duty.  “All these years I’ve been slaving for 
you.”  He didn’t enjoy being the father’s trusted older son.  He didn’t enjoy building 
something together for the family posterity.  He didn’t enjoy the time he had spent 
working at his father’s side. 
 

2. Second, the older son felt the father owed him something.  His work was not done out 
of love for his father.  It was done so that the father would owe him. 
 

3. And third, he resented his little brother’s blessing.  He was jealous that he never got a 
party for his reward.  He compared his upstanding behavior to his brother’s 
reprehensible behavior.  He even refused to acknowledge that this was his brother.  
He referred to him as “this son of yours.”  
 

 This parable was the climax of the three parables Jesus told the Pharisees that day, 
because this is the one in which they were to see themselves.  They prided themselves in 
their ritual obedience.  They worked hard at compliance.  They resented Jesus’ attention to 
the sinners.  And they felt they deserved privileged treatment for being so good. 
 
 Why did Jesus find this kind of attitude so dangerous?  He preached to the Pharisees 
over and over, calling them hypocrites (Matthew 23:25) and whitewashed tombs that look 
good on the outside but inside are dead (Matthew 23:27).  He said one time that it isn’t those 
who are well that need a physician, but those who are sick. (Matthew 9:12) What Jesus was 
so concerned about is that people like the Pharisees, and like this older son in His parable, 
don’t know they are sick.  They don’t see their need for a savior.  They think they have 



3 
 

earned what they get.  They think God owes them favor.  And with that attitude, a person is 
never going to receive God’s free gift of salvation.  
  

• You have to repent, and to do that you have to recognize what you need to repent of. 
 

• You have to humble yourself before God and ask for His forgiveness.  If you have 
achieved your own salvation, why humble yourself? 
 

• You have to accept God’s grace as a gift. 
 
 So what we have in Jesus’ parable is a wasteful young son who threw away what his 
father had given him.  And we have a wasteful older son, who threw away hour by hour and 
year by year the opportunity to enjoy his father’s love.  But the younger son came to his 
senses, and the Father took him back to his bosom.  And the older son chewed out his father 
for not giving him what he deserved.  The way Jesus left it, the older son may or may not 
have ever come to his senses.  
  
 The world is full of people like this older son, and it is vital that we not be one of them.    
It is a risk among people who have a commitment to orthodoxy, as we do.  We have taken a 
firm stand about the church’s departure from God’s expressed will.  And that’s a good thing.  
It has been so important to us that we have left a denomination and joined with other like-
minded Christians. We did the right thing.  But— 
 

• Is that going to be a source of pride for us?   

• Is it going to make us feel like God owes us a special blessing?   

• Is it going to make us blind to the sin in our own lives?   

• Is it going blind us to our continuing need for God’s grace and forgiveness? 

 Look how blind these two brothers were because of their self-centered pride.  One 
acted as if he was a self-made man, even though the money he ran off with was his father’s.  
The other also seemed to see himself as a self-made man, even though it was his father who 
had built the business that he worked in.  The reality is that we all come to God with empty 
hands.  We have nothing He needs. 
 

• We have no cause to be proud of what we have.  It is all God’s gift to us. 

• We have no cause to be proud of what we can do.  He made us this way. 

• We have no cause to be proud of obeying His commandments.  For being what He 
made us to be is simply the result of His restoring us to the way things were before sin 
spoiled everything. 
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 Pride can keep us from recognizing our need for the Savior.  And that is fatal.  But 
there is another problem with such pride as we see in the older brother.  We can be so proud 
that we never experience the fullness of life that God wants us to experience.  We can miss 
out on loving Him and enjoying His love for us.  Francis Frangiapane has written, “The key to 
lasting happiness and true fulfillment in this world is not found in self-gratification but in 
bringing gratification to the heart of God.”1 
 
 Our Christian faith is not about being better than everyone else; and it isn’t about 
adding up points.  So what is it all about?  It is about loving God and enjoying His love for us.    
Remember how Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord our God with 
our whole heart, our whole soul, our whole mind and our own strength?  (Matthew 22:37)  
Does that sound odd, that God “commands” us to love Him?  How can you command a 
person to love?  Well, God can command us because, first of all, He made us in His image, 
and God is love.  So He’s telling us, “Be what I made you to be, and your life will be fulfilled.”  
And second, the reason He made us that way is so that He could love us and we could love 
Him.  Loving God is our purpose in life.  It is our reason for being. 
 
 For the last couple of months, we have been preparing a class of seven young people 
to be confirmed in May when the Bishop comes.  Confirmation is the time when a person who 
was baptized as a baby makes his or her own mature confession of faith in the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  Tonight is our last class, and it is about the Christian moral life.  The first question we 
are going to explore is why should a Christian be good?  If we are saved not by our own 
achievement but by God’s grace, why should we comply with God’s law?  I will be presenting 
them seven good reasons, most of which have to do with our ability to do the mission of the 
Church.  But the number one reason is that when we keep God’s law, we bring Him pleasure.  
And if we love Him, we want to bring Him pleasure. 
   
 Do we keep God’s commandments to bring Him pleasure?  Or are we like the older 
brother in Jesus’ parable? 
 

• Do we comply out of duty?  Or do we comply because we love God?   
 

• Do we stay on the farm because it’s safe?  Or do we stay on the farm to be with our 
loving Father? 
 

• And when we see the Father’s magnanimous acts of grace to undeserving sinners, are 
we jealous—or do we share in the joy of the Father we love? 

 
 God commanded us to love Him.  But He didn’t force us to love Him.  He gives us free 
will.  We have choices to make, just as the two brothers in Jesus’ parable made choices. 
 
 One chose to spurn the father’s love and hit the road.  One chose to stay home and spurn 
the father’s love.  There was a third choice.  The older brother could have been so filled with 
the father’s love that he went out combing the hills and valleys for his lost brother, and never 

                                            
1 Francis Frangiapane, The Days of His Presence, (Charisma House) 
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gave up until he brought him home.  Wouldn’t that have been a celebration?  Reminds me of 
something Jesus said:  
 

And this gospel of the Kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to 
all nations, and then the end will come.” (Matthew 24: 14) 

   
 Preach the Gospel.  Go out after the lost and bring them home.  And the end of which 
Jesus speaks is not doomsday.  It is that great consummation of all that God’s grace is doing.  
It is the great wedding feast of the lamb and His spotless bride, the Church.  It is the great 
celebration:  for those who were dead are alive; those who were lost are found. 
  
 Jeffrey O. Cerar, 2013 
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