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Luke 15:11-32                Lent 4 c                    3-27-22 

The Other Wayward Son 

 

It is of course the normal practice to focus on the younger 

son in this parable from Luke 15, after all it is known as the 

parable of the prodigal son, and he certainly was a prodigal, 

(which means wasteful, squander) who is infamous, not only for 

his wastefulness, but also for his lack of respect and love for 

his father.  Within his culture, to ask for his inheritance 

while his father was still living was basically wishing that his 

father was dead!  It was incredibly insulting, and the listener 

of this parable would have been picking his jaw off the floor. 

 However this morning, I want to focus on the other wayward 

son in this text, the older brother.  Being raised and nurtured 

in our western culture, we can be a bit slow in picking up this 

older son’s transgressions, of just how badly he was behaving 

here as well – every bit as bad as his younger brother. So, 

let’s look at it from the eastern perspective.  

All we are told is that after the request of the younger 

son the father divided the inheritance/his property between 

them.  That seems simple enough.  But Jesus’ listeners would 

have been horrified and outraged, not only by the younger son’s 

request but also by this older son’s actions, or lack of actions 

to be more accurate.  It would have been expected that the older 

son would have loudly refused the inheritance and proclaimed his 

loyalty to his father (maybe slap the younger brother around), 

but his silence in this immediately hints at a problem in the 

relationship between this son and his father as well.   

Also, he would have been expected to speak up as a 

reconciler between the younger brother and his father. Even if 

he hated his brother, for the sake of his father he should have 

served as a reconciler between them, getting the younger to see 

his foolishness and evil, and knock some sense him.  But this 

one is silent, refuses this expected function and again shows a 

problem with his relationship with his father.  And thirdly, he 

actually, quietly receives the benefits from the inheritance.  

Instead of loudly refusing it, he takes it.  And in so doing, he 

also is wishing his father dead.  

 Both were wishing him dead, dead so that they could live 

like they wanted to, be their own bosses, fulfill their desires, 

etc. use his gifts their way. (Just like our sinful nature.) 

 We now jump to the end of this parable, where the older son 

enters the story once again.  The father is throwing a huge 

celebration and feast for his younger son who had been found and 

restored to sonship status. When the older son hears the music 

and celebrating and comes up and asks what was going on and was 

told the “good news” we read: Luke 15:28  But he was angry and 
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refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him (pleaded 

with him). 

  Once again, Jesus’ listeners would have been absolutely 

outraged by this older son’s actions.  Instead of doing what was 

expected of him, to go into the feast and honor his brother and 

be joyful at his return, he stays outside.  This was a public 

insult in the extreme to his father.  In their culture, the 

father could have killed him for such a public disgrace, and 

Jesus’ listeners would have again expected the father to be 

extremely angry, to curse at him and at least severely beat him.  

But to their shock, once again, this father displays incredible, 

unheard-of love for his wayward son and actually goes out to 

him.  This too was unheard of.  No middle east father would have 

so lowered himself and publicly humiliated himself by going out 

to such a son.  But this father demonstrates an incredible, 

sacrificial love for his son -- even willing to endure 

humiliation in order to have both his sons back! 

 But this older son, to the continued disbelief of Jesus’ 

audience went even further in his insulting, disrespectful, 

hateful behavior.  Instead of going into the feast and 

fulfilling his obligations, and then later in private expressing 

his complaints, he publicly, in front of the guests complains to 

his father.  Luke 15:29-30  (29)…‘Look, these many years I have 

served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never 

gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my 

friends.  (30) But when this son of yours came, who has devoured 

your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for 

him!’ 

 Instead of a confession and apology, comes a double 

complaint.  He speaks to his father without a title (just, 

“look”, not my father, etc.), and demonstrates an attitude of a 

servant, thinks of himself as a servant, that he has slaved away 

for years, never doing any wrong (overlooking that he has 

continually publicly dishonored and humiliated his father, even 

wished his death by receiving the inheritance), and for what.  

He is not a son, but a self-righteous, perfect in obedience 

servant and not getting what he deserved.  No father would have 

put up with that.  The listeners were probably ready to rend 

their cloths and form a lynch mob in anger toward this lost son. 

 But instead, once again the father displays an absolutely 

incredible acceptance and love, as he wants to win back a son.  

Instead of the beating the son deserves, the father simply and 

lovingly reminds him Luke 15:31-32 …‘Son, you are always with 

me, and all that is mine is yours.  (32)  It was fitting to 

celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is 

alive; he was lost, and is found.’”  He expresses complete and 

total forgiveness and love for this rebellious son, who had even 
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wished him dead, reminding him of what the father had already 

given him, everything.  He already had it all, didn’t have to 

work or earn it, but simply be his receiving son, and rejoice in 

the grace and mercy of his father. 

 And so, we see a son whose attitudes and relationships are 

sadly perverted and whose only redeeming feature is that he 

carries out orders (considers himself a slave, and lives like 

one, without the joys of sonship, self-inflicted of course).  

Both sons were rebellious and lost.  About the only difference 

in them was that while the youngest was rebellious and far away 

from the father physically, this older son was rebellious and 

far from his father quietly in his heart even though he was 

right there in his father’s house. 

 As Christians can see ourselves in both of these sons.  We 

can at times be far from our Father in bold and obvious ways; 

caught up in various sins including staying away from His house, 

giving into temptations and indulging in self-centered, selfish 

living, bent upon fulfilling the various desires of our sinful 

natures.   

But there are other times when we can be in even greater 

danger, times when we think we are in our Father’s house but are 

actually far from Him.   

Certainly, this can refer to outright hypocrites, those who 

talk a good game but have no faith in the heart.  But I speaking 

of the sin that can strike in all of our hearts, the sin of 

self-righteousness. Those times when we adopt a slave attitude – 

when we can rely on the law for our relationship with the Father 

– when we go through the motions of a son, but in heart feel 

like and act like a slave.   

These are the times when we can look at and rely on our 

obedience, our good works, when we think we are doing the things 

required of us and think that is why we are His children or are 

secured in His sight, but we are not actually living/acting as 

His child, one trusting in His love and in response to His love 

listening to Him, following His Word, wanting to be with Him, 

spend time with Him.   

Rather than living by the Law, we need to be killed by it 

in those times – brought to the realization of our sin and pride 

and then brought to our knees in repentance (like the younger 

son) – to where we cling to His mercy alone.  We are to know 

that we can repent and return to Him for we have seen the 

Love/character of our Father. 

This parable speaks volumes of the incredible love and 

patience of the Father.  Our heavenly Father’s love is 

boundless, sacrificial.  Throughout this parable we see the 

incredible love of the father for his lost children.  How time 

and time again the father ignored the rejection and insults and 
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rebellion of his sons and instead showed a sacrificial love 

willing to endure everything for his lost sons.   

That love was literally demonstrated for us by God the Son, 

the “Third Son” involved, Who gave Himself in order to make us 

God’s children again.  He was willing to endure incredible shame 

and suffering and humiliation, even a cross with all of the 

filth and shame of our sin/guilt placed upon Him in order to 

save us from slavery to sin and death by His death, and by His 

Resurrection He restored us as sons and daughters of God by 

faith in saving work and enjoy the inheritance of Life eternal.  

And even when we break His heart with occasional rebellion and 

sin, He never waivers in His love and acceptance of us in 

Christ. 

  

 Sons and daughters of God, Sons and daughters of the Father 

made so through faith in Christ, from this text, be reminded of 

your Father’s steadfast love for you, and His desire to always 

embrace in in His welcoming, forgiving arms.  By the grace He 

gives you, look to Him, trust Him, rest in Him and give Him your 

burdens.  Spend time with Him here and in your home, hearing His 

Word, knowing that He will never forsake you.  

Amen 

 

 

  


