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 The best known of Jesus’ parables must be the 

one we call “The Prodigal Son.” It has long been the 

foundation Bible story for sermons on repentance, very popular with youth rallies and 

street sermons. “The Prodigal Son” is studied in writing classes as the ideal short 

story. The parable is so well known, we even understand jokes about it with no 

explanation. For example, take a good look at the cartoon above which Kathy found 

for this week’s bulletin.  

 But when we call this scripture “The Prodigal Son” we overlook how Jesus 

began and ended his great parable. “Jesus said, ‘A certain man had two sons.’” (Luke 

15:11, Common English Bible/CEB) The hero according to Jesus is the generous 

father of two sons. But to appreciate him fully, let’s review what we know about his 

two sons so we can see the contrast. It as if we are thinking of them as the deep blue 

velvet lining a ring box that holds their family’s heirloom diamond. Diamonds always 

sparkle best against a dark blue velvet lining.   

The first born son was the man’s heir. The second born son was his spare. 

When the man died, the first born would inherit 2/3’s of the man’s estate and all the 

responsibility. When the man died, the second born would inherit 1/3 of the man’s 

estate and have the freedom to establish a new family line. Jesus never said why the 

second son asked for his inheritance early, but everyone who listened when Jesus first 

told this tale expected the second son to leave home with his inheritance.    

The sons had very different behaviors as the managed their share of their 

inheritance. The second son famously spent his third poorly. As a result, he had to 

take a minimum wage, essential job: feeding pigs. As recovering addicts and their 

families would say this truth, “He found his hard bottom.”  

The first son was a hard worker who worked hard to make his future 

inheritance even larger, and never wasted resources. When invited by his father to his 

brother’s welcome home party, this son said, (among other things) “. . . you’ve never 

given me as much as a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.” (Luke 15:29 
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CEB) To this accusation his father replied, “Son, 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. He was lost and is found.” (Luke 15: 31-32, CEB) 

This good father does not appear to have a favorite son. This good father 

seems to accept his sons as who they are, he agrees to the younger’s request to go into 

the world, and he acknowledges to the older son that his brother no longer has any 

inheritance. Under the laws and customs of that time, this good father treated his two 

sons with their unique differences with equal love.  

One wonders how Jesus’ audience felt as they heard this story for the first time. 

Luke began the chapter with this parable by telling us who was present when Jesus 

first told it live. “All the tax collectors and sinners were gathering around Jesus to 

listen to him. The Pharisees and legal experts were grumbling. . ..” (Luke 15:1,2 CEB) 

 If you and I were to look at our current lives here and now in suburban 

America, where would we be in that crowd? Would we be among the tax collectors 

and sinners? Would we be standing with the Pharisees and legal experts? Were they 

easily distinguished, much like we see obvious differences between a McDonald’s 

worker and a banker officer just by their clothes and name tags? Or were they more of 

a spectrum of folks--some clearly the prodigal son, some clearly the miserly son, and 

most somewhere in the messy middle? More like us.  

Jesus’ listeners had common ground, not matter what their status was. Jesus has 

already taught them we all have the same Father, his Father. Earlier Luke reported 

how Jesus taught his followers to pray, “Father, uphold the holiness of your name. 

Bring in your kingdom. Give us the bread we need for today. Forgive us our sins, for 

we also forgive everyone who has wronged us. And don’t lead us into temptation.” 

(Luke 11:2-4, CEB) Jesus’ big idea that God, our Creator, has adopted us as sons and 

daughters, is circulating among people. Jewish theology still teaches us our Creator is 

generous, supplying all we need. Jesus’ big crowd of tax collectors, sinners, Pharisees, 

and legal experts all had opinions about his big idea that God, our Creator is also 

God, our Father.  

Jesus intentionally provoked them when he began, “There was a certain man 

who had two sons.” Then Christ put his new ethic on it by ending, “Everything I 

have is yours. We must celebrate your brother.”  

Brothers and sisters, if we are adopted by God, creator of the universe, then as 

His family we are all his heirs. We all share our inheritance, an inheritance that will 

never be divided in probate court because God, our Father, is immortal. One thing 
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God cannot do is die. Therefore, God is generous with our inheritance right now. 

Today, all God has is ours to share. But with whom will we share?  

Once I was blessed to read this parable with someone who had never heard it 

before. Before telling her my well-worn understanding of how she was the prodigal 

son (which would have cast me as both the older brother and a Pharisee), I was 

moved to try a Jesus approach I had just learned. I asked her what she thought the 

story meant. She replied, “I think Jesus is telling us we should act like the father.” 

How very right she was! All God has, God generously shares with us.  

We who believe we are created in the image of God, we who are bold enough 

to believe that we are the adopted children of the creator of the universe, we who 

have been at times the miserly son and at other times the prodigal son, we all are 

invited by Jesus to imitate our generous Father. We are invited to be generous 

with our family and friends like the younger son. We are invited to be prudent with 

our resources so we can leave an inheritance for our heirs. We are invited to realized 

that we are blessed to be a blessing and invite everyone to the party. We are invited to 

allow others the blessing of finding forgiveness themselves from our waiting Father. 

We who have come home and we who have stayed home are invited to celebrate each 

other.  

How then can we be as generous as Our Father? 

We talk about the spiritual practices of prayer, worship, Bible reading, and holy 

communion easily. Those practices improve our relationship with God. But the same 

cannot be said about our spiritual habits of generosity. Generosity as a spiritual 

practice requires relationships with other people, with our brothers and our sisters, 

with people we like and with people who irritate us. My newest observation in reading 

this parable is that the older, hard-working, responsible, frugal brother never asked for 

his own party. And his younger, gregarious, congenial brother appears to have never 

invited his big brother to his parties.   

We are all children of the same Father. As the children of God, should we not 

be in relationship with each other?  

From my pastor’s view of our local church, I see sub-divisions similar to Luke’s 

tax collectors, sinners, Pharisees, and legal experts. The groups I see include sanctuary 

worshippers, on-line worshippers, and US mail worshippers. In our suburban world 

our church is made up of both folks who travel during spring break and folks who 
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lack either time or money or both for travel. We have members I see from my pulpit 

weekly and members I see from the same vantage point twice a year.  

But where I see differences, God our Father only sees his children. Every one 

of us beloved. Every one of us needs a specific divine gift today. For some that gift is 

what the younger son needed in his poverty, actual bread for the day. For others the 

divine gift needed is what the older son craved, the assurance of being loved. These 

two sons are ends of a spectrum of need. If this man had had other sons and 

daughters, other divine gifts may have needed as well.     

Often, God relies on us to deliver those gifts on his behalf. We need to invite 

our brothers and sisters to the party. We need to accept their invitations to attend 

their parties. 

We are the children of God, created in his image. This should be making 

generous as we share God’s grace and love the same way Jesus did when he chose to 

share His Father with us.  

Amen.  

  


