
 
  
  
 
 This feels like a day to say, right at the beginning, that this entire parable seems to 
be about one thing: a party, and who is and isn’t invited to attend. 
 
 The story moves along more or less as you would expect of any first century 
morality tale. You have a father and two sons, which any biblically literate person would 
immediately see is haunted by the story of Jacob and Esau, one older brother with a n’er-
do-well younger brother and an issue with the inheritance.  
 
 That allusion aside, the story is quite predictable – the younger son offends the 
father by asking for the inheritance prior to his death and proceeds to waste it all (this is 
what prodigal ultimately means – to waste) – and finds himself about as far away from 
home as a good Jewish boy can be, in the far country, tending the pigs. He’s there 
because of a famine, not unlike the one that sent Joseph to Egypt in search of food. 
 
 And, like any good morality tale, the younger son wakes up to himself, comes to 
himself, sees the errors of his ways, and decides to return home to face the music. He 
knows how these stories go, so he’s prepared not to ask to be a son again, but a hired 
hand. He will grovel and apologize and hope that his father will have pity and he can start 
the long road to redemption. 
 
 I have heard so many sermons on this text. I have preached so many sermons on 
this text. It’s curious how many of those sermons I have heard and preached devote so 
much time and ink to that younger boy out in the far-off land. We hear the phrase 
“riotous living,” and we are off, speculating on all the horrible, juicy, dirty, irresistible 
things the boy did. I had to attend revival meetings from time to time growing up, and 
this story was the bread and butter of many an evangelist who spent far, far more time 
wallowing with the boy in the pigsty than Jesus does.  
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 Notice that? Jesus speeds right over the far country and the travails of the younger 
son. Ultimately, the story as Jesus tells it is not about him or all the trouble he finds. It’s 
about the grateful father…and the party. 
 

The father sees his young son walking while he is still far off, and he must have 
been a sight, because the father is filled with compassion. Being in a far country with 
nothing to eat and making the long journey home must have taken a toll. The father loves 
his son, and he is moved by his condition. He was lost, and now he is found; he was dead, 
and now he is alive. 

 
I am a father, and I can tell you I would have had the same reaction. Any father 

that stays up late at night worrying and waiting for their children to call, wanting 
desperately to know they are safe, knows the sudden joy and relief that this father must 
have felt to see his son and know that he is now safe. 

 
But the next part; the ring and the robe and the sandals, and especially, especially, 

the party? That’s a bit much don’t you think? I would have been happy, and I would have 
brewed some coffee and given my son a sandwich and sent him to bed. I would have 
rejoiced. But come the next morning, we would have talked; we would have had “a 
difficult conversation.” 
 
 As one interpreter says, “I think parents should let wayward children come 
home…Come in the back door, eat in the kitchen, lay low for a while, get work clothes 
on, and get back out there in the field and earn your place again. Earn the respect of your 
neighbors. Earn the respect of your brother. Earn the respect of your family.”1 

 
The father welcomes this sinner and eats with him, parties with him, pulls out all 

the stops for him. It is the sound of the party that rouses the elder brother from his work 
and causes him to inquire what all the fuss is about. He is not happy. He is not grateful. It 
is interesting that the Greek word for elder brother is “presbuteros” brother, he is the 
“Presbyterian brother.” Responsible and decent and in order. He attends all the committee 
meetings and ushers and sits in the same pew every week. He keeps his nose clean and 
plays by the rules. He is offended.  

 
The elder brother is the recipient of all the father’s grace, and yet filled with 

resentment, consumed with duty and absent any joy, tending the flowers and never 
stopping to smell them, receiving all these gifts, and never thanking the Giver.  

 
1 Fred Craddock, “Party Time,” from The Collected Sermons of Fred B. Craddock. (Westminster John Knox Press, 2011), p. 
172-173. 



And yet, the father is full of grace. As he ran out to greet his youngest son, lost 
outside the house, so now he goes out to the older child, who is lost inside the house. And 
the message he imparts is the same to both – we had to celebrate, we had to throw this 
party, because the lost has been found, the dead is now alive. There is no other choice but 
to be grateful, to give thanks, to throw a grace party. 

 
When you are grateful, there is no choice but to extend grace; when you are 

grateful, generosity flows from you as water from the font. Fred Craddock says, “I have 
never known a person grateful who, at the same time, was mean or small or bitter or 
resentful. Never.”  

 
In just a moment, I am going to ask you to spend some time in silence thinking 

about and writing down on the paper the youth passed out those things or people or 
events for which you are thankful. I think it is an important practice for us to do this each 
day really – to mark those things that are signs of grace in our lives. Why? Because grace 
points us to the Author of grace, and gratefulness tunes our hearts to sing God’s praise, 
and that in turns opens our hands to be bearers of grace, in our living, in our giving, in 
everything.  

 
The party was the thing from the very beginning, and who was and was not invited. 

There are those who will grumble and say, “This fellow welcomes sinner and eats with 
them.” Even so, the grumblers are invited, those who don’t believe they are sinners, 
alongside those who know they are; the wayward younger brothers are invited and the 
presbuteros siblings as well; the Ukrainians and the Russians; the sick and the well; the 
father keeps coming out, running even, to welcome all, to welcome us with the self-same 
words – “We had to celebrate”…and so we will. Amen. 


