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I. What is a prodigal? 

Not all children who wander from the faith are prodigals. 

Prodigal: From the Latin prodigus, meaning wasteful. 

And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 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.  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.          Luke 15:11-13 (ESV) 

• A prodigal is one who has abandoned himself/herself to reckless living. The fruit of this choice 
incurs increasing harm to the life of the prodigal and their family.  

• One does not become a prodigal overnight. There are serious heart issues that are manifested 
long before one abandons themselves to reckless living. 
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II. What are the common experiences of parents of prodigals? 

 

III. How can you help parents of prodigals? 

1. Help them to realize they cannot do the work of the Holy Spirit. 
…and neither can you. 

 
Likely question: How can I fix my child? 
True need: Redemption not reformation 
 
by this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep his commandments. Whoever says “I know him” but does 
not keep his commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him.       I John 2:3-4 
 
No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because 
he has been born of God. By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the children of the devil: 
whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God.          I John 3:9-10 
 

• Wisdom and prayer are needed to determine if, when, and how to point parents to this truth. 
• Regardless of a parent’s insight into their child’s eternal state, they must see the need is 

spiritual. 
• The battle for their son or daughter is first and foremost a spiritual battle! 
• There is only One who can change the heart. 

 
Means of grace the Spirit uses to this end: 

I. Intercessory prayer 
• Encourage them to pray 
• pray with them 
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• recruit others to pray 
 

Caution: parents should avoid unnecessary rehearsal of the latest painful 
episodes in their prodigal’s life. 

 
II. The Word proclaimed 
• Get the Word in their hands and in their ears whenever possible 

 
 

2. Help them see that they can most help their prodigal by growing in Christ-likeness 
themselves.  

 
As a counselor, you are not wise enough to guide them in each difficult decision in their lives. But 
the Spirit is. You can help them most by helping them be Spirit-filled (Galatians 5:22-23). 

• They cannot control the choices of their prodigal, but they can control their own response to 
those choices 

• Responding in a godly manner honors Christ and bears witness to their prodigal and others 
• You can help parents grow by providing accountability structure for spiritual disciplines 

 

 
3. Help them grow as a couple. 
 

• A prodigal creates an exceptional source of tension in a marriage 
 

• Many difficult decisions that can create conflict 
 

• They need not agree on what should be done in specific circumstance, but they must agree on 
what will be done 
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4. Help them not lose focus on other important relationships. 

 
• Other children – Avoid neglect; balance protection vs engagement 
• Parents – avoid neglect 
• Fellow believers – isolation and shame threaten these relationships 

 
5. Help them grow in their confidence in the sufficiency of God's grace. 

 
A person who feels overwhelmed needs a lifeline, not a lecture. 

 
• Listen to songs of grace promised 
• Memorize Scripture promises 

• Review exhibits of God’s grace 
• Recall past experiences of God’s grace 

 
6. Help them learn that God’s light is often seen most clearly in dark places. 

 
Inclination: escape the darkness 
Alternative: see a fresh vision of God in the darkness 

 
• Meditate on Psalm 23 and In the Valley by Bob Kauflin 
• Read stories of those whose lives display this truth (e.g., Corrie ten Boom, Joni Eareckson 

Tada) 

Closing Perspective: 
Why do offspring become prodigals? Because this is the natural path of fallen humanity. The true 
mystery lies not in the destructive choice of the prodigal, but in the choice of the one who turns 

from sin and embraces Christ. Therein lies a glorious mystery! 

Recommended Resources: 

Harvey, Dave and Gilbert, Paul. Letting Go: Rugged Love for Wayward Souls. Zondervan, 2016. Harvey and Gilbert 
provide one of the most helpful books on dealing with the hard choices faced by those with prodigals. 

Jones, Robert D. Prodigal Children: Hope and Help for Parents. P&R Publishing, 2018. In this booklet, Robert Jones 
provides a brief and compassionate guide for parents dealing with the pain of a prodigal child. Biblical 
counselors would do well to have this available as a first read for counselees with prodigals. 

Svensson, Craig K. The Painful Path of a Prodigal – Biblical Help and Hope for Those Who Love the Wayward and 
Rebellious. Shepherd Press, 2019. Provides biblical guidance for the challenging questions faced by parents of 
prodigals. 

Vroegop, Mark. Dark Clouds, Deep Mercy: Discovering the Grace of Lament, Crossway, 2019. Parents of prodigals 
need guidance in how to pray through sorrow and despair. There is no better guide to this process than Mark 
Vroegop’s book. 

Devotionals and Prayer Guides for Parents of Prodigals 

Graham, Ruth Bell. Prodigals and Those Who Love Them. Baker Book House, Co. 1999. 

https://www.amazon.com/Letting-Go-Rugged-Wayward-Souls/dp/0310523532/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Letting+Go%3A+Rugged+Love+for+Wayward+Souls.&qid=1611081803&sr=8-1
https://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=9328
https://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=9579
https://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=9579
https://store.faithlafayette.org/products.php?productId=9527
https://www.amazon.com/Prodigals-Those-Love-Them-Encouragement/dp/0801071550/ref=sr_1_1?crid=206FOKHZMMBPA&dchild=1&keywords=prodigals+and+those+who+love+them+by+ruth+bell+graham&qid=1611082030&sprefix=prodigals+and+those%2Caps%2C161&sr=8-1
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Idleman, Kyle. Praying for Your Prodigal. David C. Cook, 2014. 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Praying-Your-Prodigal-Kyle-Idleman/dp/1434707717/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Praying+for+Your+Prodigal.&qid=1611082054&sr=8-2

