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Everybody loves a good story. Hollywood has evolved into a multi-billion dollar industry 
capitalizing on everyone’s love of a good story. Libraries are stocked with millions of 
books because people love a good story.  
Jesus was a master story teller. When he began to tell a story, people hung on his 
every word. The stories Jesus told were parables. Parables were stories with a 
somewhat hidden message.  
Jesus always intended to force a response from everyone by His use of parables. 
Sometimes that response was no response. Those who did not grasp the hidden truth in 
the parable were likely to pass right on by without any further interest in what Jesus had 
to say. But those who sensed there was something deeper to be found either pondered 
the story long enough to begin to decipher the code, or pressed Jesus for a deeper 
explanation. That was exactly why Jesus spoke in parables.  
After relating the parable of the sower, as recorded by Matthew in the 13th chapter, his 
disciples asked him why he spoke in parables. Jesus gave an answer which included a 
prophecy from Isaiah: 
10 The disciples came to him and asked, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” 
11 He replied, “Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given 
to you, but not to them. 12 Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. 
Whoever does not have, even what they have will be taken from them. 13 This is why I speak to 
them in parables: 
“Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand. 

14 In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: “‘You will be ever hearing but never 
understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. 15 For this people’s heart has 
become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. 
Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts 
and turn, and I would heal them.’ 
This is the fascinating power of parables. To inform, yet to mask. To conceal, yet reveal. 
Parables have layers. The topical layer is easily understood. The deeper, hidden 
meaning requires further investigation. This is the way Jesus separated out the shallow 
people.  
Some parables were thinly veiled truths. In such cases, the Pharisees were perceptive 
enough to understand Christ was implicating them, and they took offense.  
Sometimes the people Christ was speaking to failed to completely understand a parable 
when they did not properly interpret one or more of the details. Other times, people may 
have understood the parable but they refused to allow the message of the parable to 
transform them, such as the Pharisees who were angered, or the rich young ruler who 
want away.  
Parables also served as a soft way of introducing people to truth. The illustration was 
entertaining and persuasive, making the case for the truth contained therein. Using this 
soft presentation method, Jesus was able to teach truth in a non-confronting, non-
abrasive manner.  
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I do not intend in this series to cover all the parables. But to some degree I would like to 
deal with what is called the “three-point parables”, so called because of the three main 
characters in the story. The structure of these parables follow a pattern. There is one 
main authority figure and two subordinates who typically are good and bad. The three-
point parables are subdivided into simple and complex.  
Luke 15 starts of with a brief comment describing four kinds of people surrounding 
Jesus as he spoke: tax collectors, sinners, Pharisees, and scribes, (or teachers of the 
law). These four can be grouped as follows: tax collectors and sinners were despised by 
society; Pharisees and teachers of the law were admired. This is highly significant 
because it sets the tone for so many of the parables in which the outcome is a 
surprising inversion of societal expectations. The despised characters win and the 
popular characters lose.  
Then Luke immediately records three parables Jesus shared in rapid fire.  
The first two parables in Luke 15 are very short, barely a paragraph long. The third is 
the ever-popular parable of the prodigal son. All three of these parables share a theme 
in common – something lost is found. 
In the first parable, a shepherd discovers one of his sheep is missing. The shepherd 
leaves the 99 and goes looking for the one.  
In the second parable, a woman loses a coin. She becomes obsessed with finding this 
lost coin. In both parables, when the lost is found, the main character calls friends and 
recruits them to help rejoice over what is recovered. In both parables, Jesus likens that 
to the rejoicing in Heaven over a single sinner that repents.  
The third parable is the rather lengthy story of the prodigal son and again shares the 
theme of the lost sinner being reclaimed. In all three of these parables friends are 
invited to help rejoice over the good news that the lost is found.   

I. The	Parable	of	the	Prodigal	Son	–	Three	Characters,	Three	Lessons	
A. The	prodigal	son	

This son is quickly identified in this parable as the antagonist. He is the one the 
audience readily disapproves of. And Jesus cleverly painted a picture of the son to help 
evoke these feelings of disgust in his listeners. Jesus is priming his audience to despise 
the prodigal and sympathize with the elder son. Here is one way Jesus did that, one 
way most people have not considered or pondered in this story.  
When the son asks the father for his share of the inheritance, that act may have been 
viewed as a particularly insulting and heartless demand. The inheritance would have not 
been available until the father’s death. The son’s request was to wholly disrespectful, 
showing no regard for his father’s life. No decent respectable son would have asked his 
healthy, living father for his share of the inheritance. That money is the father’s as long 
as he is alive. It is only what is leftover after the father is dead that is to be divided. Yet 
the son in this story wants a cut of everything the father owns, while the father is still 
living on it, using it, depending on it. The request was so calloused, so heartless, the 
son might as well have said, “Can you hurry up and die. I really want to sell this family 
farm and take my share.  
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Let’s put this in a modern setting. Suppose you have a gorgeous piece of property, 
perhaps acreage you are farming. Suppose you have two children, at least one is a son, 
and has his eyes on that property and knows half of it will be his when you die. Suppose 
that son gets antsy and doesn’t want to wait for his inheritance. He comes to you one 
day and says, “Dad, I know that half that property will be mine when I die, but I want it 
now. Just give me the cash equivalent and I am out of here.” Can you now see how 
insensitive that is? A decent person would not put their father in that kind of a bind. A 
decent person would say, “I don’t care about that property. I want you to be alive and 
well and be with us for as long as possible.”  
The story Jesus tells moves along quickly and it takes no time to see the son had evil 
intentions for the use of his inheritance. He showed no respect or regard for the money 
his own father had worked so hard for his entire life. The son did not want to invest it, 
develop it, keep it in the family, or protect it as a cherished family heirloom. He wanted 
to indulge himself in his own selfish, carnal pursuits.  
This further alienated the audience from the prodigal son. They are growing more 
disgusted with him by the minute.  
This wayward, irresponsible, selfish son spent every penny of it on riotous living. He 
gambled it away. He drank it away. He partied it away. Every last dollar! At this point, 
how could the listening audience have anything but total disdain for this spoiled brat?  
Then Jesus begins to take their emotions in a completely different direction. He paints a 
picture to build just the least bit of pity. The son has hit bottom. He is hired himself out to 
feed the farmer’s pigs, a disgusting, repugnant picture to the Jewish people who 
believed pigs to be filthy animals by their own laws. The son was starving and had not 
earned enough money to even buy himself some food. Nobody offered him a crumb of 
food, and he was reduced to eating the same bean pods he was tossing to the pigs. 
Perhaps some of the listeners thought “good enough for him!” But Christ was clearly 
trying to elicit some sympathy from his audience. The son reasons that he cannot make 
it on his own and he will go back and beg his father to at least hire him back. He figures 
that even as a servant of his father he would be treated better than this. So he returns 
home. 
We are not done with the story, but we are done with the development of the character 
of the prodigal son.  
But what can we learn from the son?  

First,	we	should	be	convicted	of	our	own	disrespectful	behavior,	not	only	to	our	
Heavenly	father,	but	to	our	earthly	parents.		

Second,	we	should	undoubtedly	preach	ourselves	a	message	about	the	foolishness	of	
chasing	after	our	own	lust	cravings.	We	should	learn	to	be	content	with	the	blessings	we	
have	and	never	be	so	foolish,	so	deluded,	so	beguiled	by	the	tempter	as	to	think	we	can	
ever	find	fulfillment	by	cashing	in	our	honor,	our	decency,	our	self-respect,	our	morals,	
and	our	reputation	to	purchase	a	few	wild	nights	of	unbridled	revelry.		

Third,	we	should	be	powerfully	reminded	that	sin	is	a	trap	that	destroys.	It	will	bring	all	
its	victims	to	complete	and	utter	ruin.		
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But	one	of	the	most	significant	lessons	I	find	in	the	story	of	the	younger	son	is	one	I	
rarely	hear	anyone	speak	of.	I	suggest	that	one	of	the	most	powerful	lessons	is	found	in	
that	scene	when	the	prodigal	son	has	lost	his	fortune.	His	next	step	is	to	go	and	get	a	job	
and	work	his	way	back	out	of	this	mess	he	created.	In	short,	he	had	made	a	big	mess	of	
his	life,	but	he	was	not	yet	ready	to	go	home.	He	was	too	proud.	He	was	going	to	get	a	
job	and	rescue	himself.	Here	is	the	lesson.	You	can’t	fix	your	own	spiritual	problems.	You	
are	too	big	of	a	mess.	After	sin	has	laid	you	waste	and	deposited	you	broken	and	ruined	
in	the	pig	sty,	you	can’t	fix	yourself.	You	need	to	go	home,	home	to	the	father.	Too	
many	people	know	the	mess	they	are	in,	but	they	stubbornly	refuse	to	surrender	to	
God.	They	have	a	plan	to	fix	themselves.	It	doesn’t	work.	The	wages	of	sin	is	death.	You	
need	the	gift	of	the	Father	to	find	eternal	life.	You	can’t	work	your	own	way	back	out	of	
the	pig	sty.		

B. The	elder	son	
Now we have the part of the story so often forgotten or minimized. We find most 
sermons focus on the two characters already mentioned, but Jesus had something very 
powerful to tell the crowd who had gathered. Remember? Tax collectors and sinners, 
then Pharisees, and Scribes. Four classes, two groups. One group despised in society, 
one group admired. The prodigal son represents the tax collectors and sinners. The 
elder son represents the Pharisees and Scribes. It was the elder son who appeared to 
have done the right thing by not wasting his life on riotous living and staying at home 
and doing what was expected of him. But the hidden flaw in his heart is he was jealous 
of his brother. He wanted to be honored for his faithfulness to his father. He wanted the 
attention for being respectable and could not understand why the father wanted to throw 
a big celebration for the wayward brother. How can the father just forget what all this 
cost him? How does this unfaithful son get the fatted calf? Jesus paints a clear picture 
of jealousy. He was confronting the Pharisees and the Scribes through this parable. 
They were the ones who could not comprehend why Jesus would consort with sinners, 
or eat with publicans and tax collectors, or recruit his followers out of the low class 
people of society instead of wooing the religious people to his team. They were the 
ones who were jealous.   

C. The	father	
Several of Christ’s parables have an authority figure, e.g. a king, a landlord, a father, 
etc. We are safe in understanding this always typifies God. The connection here is 
unmistakable.  
We have a powerful statement of unconditional love. The son returns home 
unannounced. The father sees someone walking down the path to the house and as 
soon as he recognizes it is his son, three things happen:  
He has pity on him. Jesus mentions the pity first, before the father takes action, we are 
given a glimpse into the father’s heart. He has pity. God is a righteous God. He will take 
vengeance on wickedness. He will judge the ungodly severely. But this story tells us 
something about God. For those who are willing to come to God, he is filled with pity for 
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what sin has done to us. He is filled with pity for the decrepit state our own foolish 
decisions have left us in.  
Next, the father runs to him. The father closes the gap. If you take one step the Father 
will close the gap. If you make any effort to come to the father, he will come running!  
Third, the father wraps his arms around him and showers him with kisses.  
Notice this! All of this the father does before the son even asks for forgiveness. For all 
the father knew at this point, the son may have been returning home just to say hello, 
then leave again. But the father showed his love before the son asked forgiveness. How 
much does God love us? While we were yet sinners, He gave His son for us. Before we 
even came in repentance to Him, he pitied us and he longed to see us come home. He 
showed his great love before we asked for it.  
Then, after the son breaks down and confesses his foolishness and admits his 
unworthiness, the father commands the servants to organize a feast in celebration. Just 
like the man who found the lost sheep; just like the woman who found the lost coin, the 
friends and family are all recruited to help celebrate. What was lost is found! Everyone 
should celebrate!  
For his listeners, the message of the elder son was the most significant message. But 
that message is very applicable to us. For us, weoften  glean more from the examples 
of the prodigal son and the father – lostness and forgiveness; the incredible love of the 
father for his children.  
We can see ourselves perhaps as the prodigal son who receives unconditional love 
from a very forgiving father. Or we can see ourselves as unnecessarily jealous of God’s 
grace on others who have not been as faithful as we have. Or we can see ourselves as 
a father figure, challenged to love those who abuse us, to love those who are foolish 
and wasteful, to be waiting every minute of every day to extend forgiveness to the 
wayward; to pity rather than hate those whose lives have been wasted by sin. But we 
also have to test ourselves as the elder son. We should expect people to get saved 
from every generation, but they may not look and act like you. You were saved 50 years 
ago. Are you supportive of those who recently came into the kingdom. Will you 
celebrate how God may choose to use them in the kingdom work, as they step into 
leadership in the church for the next generation? There is no room for jealousy in God’s 
kingdom.  
We can learn so much. But what are you willing to take from this message? There is 
something for everyone, and too much for anyone to take nothing. Don’t go away 
empty.  

 
 


