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Living as Children of a Generous God

R ead Luke 15:11-32. You probably learned this story as “The Parable of 
the Prodigal Son.” It could just as easily be called “The Parable of the 

Generous Father.”

    Why might “The Parable of the Generous Father” be a good  
      name for this story?

In verse 12, the younger son comes and asks for his share of the inheritance. 
In a way, this is saying, “I can’t wait until you are dead. I want it now!” He 
wanted his father’s things, but not his father.

    What does the father do?

    Is the older brother included in the distribution?

    Would you do this if your child came with this same request?  
      Why?

    Do you think the father knew how the sons would make use of  
      the inheritance?
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God is clearly the owner of all things, but here He acts not as the sovereign 
owner, but as the gracious giver, who gives not because of the worthiness 
of His children, but because of His goodness. Luther put it this way in the 
meaning of the First Article of the Creed:

“All this He does only out of fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any 
merit or worthiness in me.”

    Explain whether you think the younger son understood that?  
      (Read v. 12)

    Explain whether you think the older son understood that?
      (Read v. 29)

Our Heavenly Father goes far beyond the generous father in the parable. 
What does God give in John 3:16? (Read also Luke 20:9-19, if you have 
time.)

Luther explains it this way in the meaning of the Second Article of the 
Creed:

“Who has redeemed me, a lost and condemned person, purchased and won 
me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil; not with gold or 
silver, but with His holy, precious blood and with His innocent suffering and 
death, that I may be His own and live under Him in His kingdom and serve Him 
in everlasting righteousness, innocence and blessedness.”

Charles Hodge, in his book, Will God Run?, reminds us that the only one 
who came to meet the returning prodigal was his father. And he reminds us 
why…

“God did not save him because he repented, nor because he walked all the 
way back home, but for one reason, and get this, people, He forgave him because 
he was his son! We are saved by grace, and don’t you forget it!” i

i Charles Hodge, Will God Run? (Dallas: Christian Publishing Company, 1965), p.45.

Luther describes God’s motive in all of this as, “that I may be His own and 
live under Him in His kingdom and serve Him in everlasting righteousness, 
innocence and blessedness.” Or to put it another way, God’s redemptive action 
in Jesus Christ took place in order that I may be His own and live under Him 
in His kingdom and be enabled to serve Him in everlasting righteousness, 
innocence and blessedness. (Read also Gal. 4:4-7)

The generous father in the parable wanted his sons to live under his love and 
his rule in his household as true sons of their father, but his sons either abused 
his generosity (younger) or failed to see the joy of sonship (older). The result is 
that both wound up as slaves instead of sons.

    To what was the younger son a slave? (2 Peter 2:19)

    To what was the elder son a slave? (Luke 18:9-14)

Both thought freedom was the ability to do whatever they wanted to do with 
what they thought belonged to them. What they failed to discover was that 
true freedom and joy was to be what they were meant to be: sons of the father 
in their father’s house. The only joyous path was to receive the gift of his love, 
not by their own self-realization (the prodigal) or self-righteousness (the older 
brother). It was in living as children of their generous father that all he had was 
theirs and in his service was true joy to be found.

    The younger son eventually “came to himself ” in verses 17-19.  
      What does that mean? Read Rom. 12:1-8. How does this passage  
      relate to the prodigal’s “coming to himself?” When one sees  
      himself or herself in the proper light, how will that person use  
      the gifts God has given according to Romans 12?
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One of the issues that arise in this parable is a common one in families: 
a dispute over an inheritance.  Hard feelings over money, both when the 
younger brother leaves and returns, and the older brother thinks it is going 
to cost him again. He, too, wanted the father’s goods rather than the father. 
He obeyed God in order to get things, not to get God. There is no joy in his 
obedience. “All these years I have been working like a slave for you.” (Luke 
15:29)

The barrier that separates the younger son is his sin. The barrier that 
separates the older son from his father’s love is his pride over his good deeds. 
The older son thinks the father owes him something for being good. It is not 
his “prodigality” but his “goodness” that separates him.

    How might my gift to God in a Capital Stewardship Campaign  
      or my participation in His mission be affected by an attitude  
      such as that of the older brother?

    Notice how the parable ends with a feast of joy. Did the older  
      brother finally attend? Why doesn’t Jesus definitely answer that  
      question? (To whom was this story originally directed? See Luke  
      15:1-2. Could it also be directed to us?)

    To what feast does God invite us on a regular basis?

True joy comes in following the model of sonship found in Jesus Himself, 
one that shows the children of God…

    …Sharing in God’s mission. (1 Peter 2:9, 1 Peter 4:11, Phil. 1:3-7)

    …Serving in joyful obedience. The difference between a slave and  
      a son: The slave says, “I obey, therefore I am accepted.” The son  
      says, “I am accepted by God through the work of Jesus, therefore, I  
      obey.”

    …Willing to sacrifice for the joy of seeing one who was lost   
      be found (Heb. 12:1-2). Mercy and grace are always free to the  
      recipient, but there is always a cost to someone else.

We are embarking on a Capital Stewardship Campaign in which God calls us 
to be participants in His mission. In that mission, He calls us to be children of 
a generous God, who gives us all we need both materially and spiritually. But 
following in the path of Jesus also calls for sacrifice, action and obedience.  

    When it comes to the use of money and possessions, what is the  
      temptation for us that is modeled by the prodigal?  

    By the older brother? 

Think of the grace of God in 2 Cor. 8:9.

    What did it prompt the Macedonians to do? 

    How will our lives change as we live them as children of a   
      generous God?

N othing we do can merit God’s grace and favor. It is a free gift in Jesus 
Christ. But if we believe in the one who sacrificially served us, it changes 

us into people who sacrificially serve God and our neighbors – and we do it 
with the celebration of life as a gift of joy.
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