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“Coming Home” 

Luke 15:11-32 

 

It’s been 80 years since people first saw Dorothy and Toto leave the dream land of Oz as she 

held Toto in her arms and clicked the heels of her ruby slippers together, saying over and over 

again, “There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home. There’s no place like home.”  

There’s something about home, isn’t there? Now that’s not always true, because in some 

homes there’s so much dysfunction and disorder and distress. But in a home that’s really a home, 

there’s a love and a warmth that’s hard to explain. There’s a certain sense of peace and 

security—in spite of whatever’s happening, this is home, we are family, and we know that we 

belong and we’re accepted. After a hard day or a long journey, there’s nothing like being home. 

In the summer of 2002, our family went to Texas for a meeting. Since it’s so far out there and 

we had never been and knew it would be a long time before we’d go back, we took some 

vacation time to see some of Texas. It was a wonderful trip, but after logging 1500 miles in the 

eastern half of Texas, we were ready to be home! 

Yet despite all the wonderful things we can say about home, sometimes some folks aren’t 

satisfied with home. Something stirs inside them that makes them want to leave, makes them 

yearn to go elsewhere, and feel like they have to do something else. Boredom, frustration, or 

responsibility makes the grass look greener elsewhere. 

 

Leaving home 

  That was the case with the younger son in this story in our text. 

  It is a marvelous and moving story, isn’t it? 

  A man had two sons. The younger asked his father to go ahead and give him his share of the 

estate.1  

Now by Jewish law, when there were two sons in a family, the older son was supposed to 

inherit two-thirds of the estate, and the younger son one-third. So this younger son knew that he 

was only going to get a third of his father’s wealth. 

  But his yearning to be free from his father’s control and to see the world got the best of him. 

So he asked his father to go ahead and divide things, and give him what was coming to him. This 

kind of request was not totally unheard of, but it was rare. And when it did happen, the father 

was to keep the earnings until he died—what we would call a life estate. What this son asked for 

was an ultimate rejection of his father, like looking him in the eye and saying, “Daddy, I wish 

you’d just go ahead and die so I could get what’s coming to me!”2 

  Before long, this younger son gathered all his goods and went away to a distant country, 
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effectively cutting off his relationship with his father. He squandered everything his father had 

given him with reckless living. When he had spent everything, there was a severe famine, and he 

began to be in need. Out of necessity, he hired himself out to a citizen of that country. His job? 

Feeding hogs. 

  Now I know that raising hogs is big business here in North Carolina. I have an uncle who 

was a hog farmer for many years, before it became such a big business. And I love pork meat, 

especially ham, sausage, bacon, and barbecue. Though it’s not a pleasant job, hog farming can be 

noble work. It puts food on people’s tables. 

  But in Jesus’ day, hog farming was the most degrading work a Jew could do, especially a 

Jewish son from such a family as Jesus was describing here. 

  But he was desperate. In fact, he was so hungry, he would have gladly eaten the carob pods 

the pigs were eating—a food that only animals and the very poor ate. But no one gave him 

anything, or helped him in any way.  

  Finally, there in the pigpen, he came to himself, and thought, “How many of my father’s hired 

servants have food to spare, and here I am, starving to death!” So he decided to return home, ask his 

father for forgiveness, and ask to be restored—not as a son, but as a hired servant. He decided 

what to say, and started home. 

 

Heading home 

  No doubt, he rehearsed his speech all the way home, repeating it over and over, trying to 

decide on the right inflection of his voice, where he’d put the emphasis. I can almost see and hear 

him in my imagination: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you . . .” 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son . 

. .” 

  “Maybe if I ask him just to let me work for him instead of restoring me as his son . . .” 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; 

make me like one of your hired servants.”  
  “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; 
make me like one of your hired servants.”  
  “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; 
make me like one of your hired servants.” 
   No doubt, the closer he got to home, the more nervous he got. He had to be wondering how 

his father would react. Would he even let on him his property, or even acknowledge him after the 

way he had treated him? 

  Then something truly amazing happened. The father saw the son at a distance—was he 

looking for him, hoping he would come home? 

  I once heard one of my seminary professors, Dr. Bill Clemmons, tell this story. He had been 

a missionary in a Mediterranean country. He pointed out how this father was a man of honor, 

wisdom, dignity, and status—the kind of man who wore a stately robe and walked with his head 

held high—not in arrogance, but in confidence and dignity. He was the kind of man who never 

got in a hurry. But when he saw his son coming, he gathered up his long robe and ran to meet 

him before he even got there! He hugged him and kissed him over and over.  

  The son began his speech and confessed his sin: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son . . . .” But before he got to “make me like one 

of your hired servants,” the father interrupted and told his servants who had apparently followed 

him, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him” (replacing his rags with a sign of dignity and 

status). “Put a ring on his finger” (a sign of sonship) “and sandals on his feet” (sons wore shoes, 
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servants went barefoot). “Bring  the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast” (a sign of acceptance) 

“and celebrate! For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is now found!” And 

the party began! 

  

Home but away 

  About that time, the elder son came in from the field. He heard a party going on, and asked a 

servant what it was about. When the servant told him that his brother had come home, and their 

father had killed the fattened calf to celebrate, he became angry, and refused to go in. 

  When word got to the father that his elder son was refusing to come in, he came out and 

pleaded with his son to come on in and join the party. But the elder son pouted. In fact, he was so 

hostile toward his brother that he wouldn’t even refer to him as his brother. 
  “Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave 

me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends! But when this son of yours”—he wouldn’t 

even acknowledge him as his brother; was he also denying his father?—“who has squandered your 
property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!” 

  It’s interesting, isn’t it? The elder son was at home, but he was not home.  

  The father said, “My son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to 
celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found.” 

  The question for the elder son was whether he would come on in and join the party! 

 

The waiting Father 

 This story is often called the parable of the “prodigal son.” Prodigal, of course, means 

wasteful, and he was. But that really misses the point of the parable. This story is about the 

father, about how he welcomed home a lost son with great joy, and called home another son who 

was still on the farm, but far from the father in his heart. 

You see, here in Luke 15, Jesus actually told three parables (or as someone—I don’t 

remember who—has suggested, a parable in three movements) about finding lost things: a lost 

sheep, a lost coin, and lost sons. He was answering the scribes and Pharisees’ charge against 

Him: “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them” (15:2). Jesus pointed out how a shepherd 

rejoices over finding his lost sheep, and how a poor woman rejoices over finding her lost coin. 

Surely a father rejoices over a lost son’s return. So why shouldn’t God rejoice when sinners 

repent and come home to Him? It’s a moving story that shows us how like a loving Father, God 

joyfully welcomes everyone who repents and comes home to Him. 

But Jesus wasn’t primarily talking to the tax collectors and sinners here. These stories were 

aimed at the Pharisees, who were indignant at how Jesus so freely associated with the outcast tax 

collectors and sinners. 

 For most of us, what stands out in this story is how the father welcomed the younger son. It 

was an amazing act of sheer grace, wasn’t it? It’s the good news of a second chance, of full and 

free forgiveness. How could this father receive him so fully and so freely? Yet he did, and then 

threw a party to celebrate! And that moves us with a sense of awe at God’s love and His amazing 

grace. 

 But sometimes I fear that the part of the story that I fit into is that of the elder son. I became a 

Christian as a seven-year-old child and was called to preach at a young age. I’ve been in church 

all my life, preaching since I was a teenager, and a pastor all of my adult life. With all that I’ve 

seen, it’s easy for me to wonder when someone does return if it’s genuine, and in the meantime, 



 4 

to say, “I’ve been doing this all along; where’s my party?” 

 But the equally amazing thing about the way Jesus answers the Pharisees with these stories is 

that it’s not condemnation, but invitation. The father comes outside to the older brother, and 

invites him to come in and join the celebration. Jesus leaves the story open-ended, waiting to see 

how the elder son would respond. That’s every bit as much grace as his welcoming the younger 

son home! 

 Are you like one of these two sons this morning? 

 Are you like the younger, squandering the precious inheritance of the life God has given you, 

living in the far country of sin and rebellion? If you are, God wants to welcome you home to 

Him today, despite everything you’ve done! He’ll gladly welcome you if you’ll come to 

yourself, realize your need, and come home to Him with a repentant heart, trusting Jesus to 

forgive you and set you right with God through His life, His death on the cross, and His 

resurrection. Will you come home? The Father’s already there looking and waiting for you . . . 

 Maybe you’re like the older brother, squandering your life nearby with a heart that’s hard 

toward others and God, thinking you’re doing all God wants by doing certain “righteous” things 

and doing your duty to God. Maybe you’re self-righteous rather than right with God through 

faith in Christ. If that’s where you are today, God is calling you home, too. He’s calling you to 

come on in and join the party! If you recognize your need and come to Him in repentance, He’ll 

gladly welcome you! 

 Maybe you’ve come home in the past, like one of those sons, but you’ve wandered away over 

the years. You need to come back home, and God wants you to. Come home this morning, and 

discover again the warmth, love, peace, and security of the Father’s house. 

 

Thomas Wolfe said, “You can’t go home again.” 

Jesus said you can!  

No matter how far we stray from God, we can always come home to Him again when we 

repent. 

 Are you away from home this morning—away from a right relationship with God? If you 

are, this sermon is a word from God to you. God is calling you this morning.  

 He wants you to come home!   

MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the Third Gospel, rev. ed. 

(Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 179. 


