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     Our Gospel lesson for today is a very familiar story and you will notice in your bulletins where it lists the 

Gospel reading for the day that the description for this lesson reads, “Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son.”  If you 

look up this reading in any Bible, you will see a title above these set of verses that says, “The Parable of the 

Prodigal Son.”  But this is actually not a very good name or description for this story.  It’s really not accurate.  

If you look up the definition of “prodigal” in the dictionary or online you will find the word defined as 

“recklessly extravagant.”  Now that certainly fits the younger son and what he did, but the story is about a lot 

more than that.  There’s another reckless extravagance at work here.  In other words, the real prodigal in this 

parable is not the younger son, instead it is the father. 

     I think Jesus’ audience, who happened to be a group of scholarly religious leaders who thought they knew all 

about God, understood, as well as you and I, that the father in this parable represents God.  And the first thing 

we learn about this father is that he has 2 sons.  The younger son basically tells his father, “Dad, I’d like you to 

die.”  That sounds harsh, but when the younger son asks for his portion of the inheritance, what he is telling his 

dad is, “You really have no value to me.  Just give me my portion of the inheritance now and I won’t bother you 

anymore.” 

     As awful and selfish and hurtful as that younger son was being with his request, that is not the real problem.  

The problem here is that the father’s relationship with his younger son is completely broken.  Can you imagine 

treating your own father or mother this way?  I hope not!  But that, in essence, is what we say and do to God, 

our Heavenly Father, anytime we choose to go our own way instead of His – anytime we choose to sin.  Sin is 

rooted in our desire to do our own thing and to be our own person; we don’t want God interfering, so in our 

words and actions we tell Him that we really don’t have time for Him and that we’ll be just fine without Him. 

     What’s so amazing is that God allows this, just as the father in the parable gives in and lets his son have 

exactly what he asked for – his share of the inheritance.  The son may never return when he leaves, but the 

father sees no point in trying to stop him, because the relationship has already been broken and keeping him at 

home wouldn’t bring back the lost love and respect. 

     In addition, the older son is really no better than the younger son.  His relationship with his father is just as 

broken.  He doesn’t love or respect his father either as he criticizes his father’s love for his brother.  When the 

older son hears the celebration taking place inside the house, because his younger brother has come home, he 

refuses to go inside.  And just as the father ran to welcome home the younger son, the father runs to the older 

son and pleads for him to come inside saying, “Son, wait, please come inside.  It is appropriate to celebrate, 

because your brother was lost, but now he is found.  Isn’t that great news!?”  But the older son basically says, 

“Dad, you’ve got this all wrong.  I have been obedient and you never did anything like this for me.”  Sadly, the 

older brother views his relationship with his father as one of obedience and reward, just like the religious 

leaders Jesus is speaking to in this text, instead of love and respect.  As a result, he is also lost to his father. 

     So what does this parable tell us about God?  First, we see that He is a rejected God.  The religious leaders in 

Jesus’ day rejected Him and that’s what we’ve done to Him when we choose to sin.  But the second thing we 

see is that Jesus is a running God.  The father in the parable ran to both of his sons who were lost and welcomed 

them and loved them; and that’s what Jesus does to us. 

     When I was in college I spent a Thanksgiving break with one of my roommates and when we went to his 

house he told me not to go near his dog right away, because he took a while to warm up to strangers.  The dog 

was kept outside while I was there, because it seemed like every time he saw me he just wanted to rip me to 

shreds as he would bark, and growl, and show his teeth.  My roommate explained that his dog probably 

wouldn’t hurt me, he just gets excited and it takes him a while to settle down.  In fact, whenever people walked 

by the house, his dog would bark and try as hard as he could to break away from his leash.  My roommate told 

me that there were several times growing up when his dog would find a way to chew through his leash or to get 

his head out of his collar and would chase people.  He would usually come back right away, but one time when 

he was in high school he didn’t come back.  As a result, the family looked for him for days and put up signs in 

the neighborhood. But two weeks later, his dog finally came back home.  He was wet, muddy, hungry, and 

probably full of bugs, but my roommate said they were so happy to have him back home and there was a picture 



in the house of my roommate and his brother hugging this dirty wet dog.  If I had asked him why he was 

hugging his dirty, filthy dog before he cleaned him, I’m sure he would have looked at me in an odd way, 

because the answer was obvious – he loved his dog and it didn’t matter what he looked like or smelled like, he 

was happy to have him home. 

     God loves us infinitely more than any boy ever loved his dog.  While we certainly understand why the father 

ran to welcome his son home, I’m sure if we were one of the servants working on his land or if we lived in that 

community, we would have found it rather odd that the father joyfully welcomed the boy back home.  If we saw 

that dirty, hungry, disgusting bum of a son coming back to his father’s house we probably would have thought, 

“Boy is he in trouble.  I wonder if his dad will ever let him back in the house?”  But the father only cared about 

one thing: getting his son back, and so he ran and hugged and kissed his dirty son, because he loved him.  That 

is an extravagant love. 

     Can you imagine how dirty and disgusting we must appear to God, because of our sin and disobedience?  

And yet, God runs to us to welcome us home, because there is nothing we can do to make ourselves worthy to 

be called his sons and daughters.  God ran to us, saved us through His Son’s death on the cross, gave us faith, 

and washed us clean of our sins in baptism, even though we don’t deserve it.  That is a recklessly extravagant 

love. 

     And there is more.  Notice what the son had planned to do in verses 18-19, “I will go to my father and say to 

him, ‘Father, I am no longer worthy to be called your son.  Treat me as one of your hired servants.’”  But before 

he even gets a chance to make that offer it says in verse 20, “But while he was still a long way off, his father ran 

and embraced him and kissed him.”  And the son says, “Dad, I am no longer worthy to be called your son,” but 

before he finishes the father insists that he is going to give his son a party and he gives him the best clothes to 

enjoy.  The point is, the relationship was repaired immediately and his status in the family was restored.  No 

price to pay, no conditions to meet, nothing is held back – because the father loved his son. 

     But there is one thing that is missing from this parable and that is an ending.  The father pleads for the older 

son to come in and join the celebration, but we are not told what the older son decides to do. All we see is the 

father standing there – waiting, because he loves this son too.  If you think the older son should hold his ground 

and refuse to join in the celebration, begrudging his father’s grace, well, Jesus just shakes His head in sorrow.  

You don’t get that you are in God’s family by the same forgiving love that sent Jesus to the cross for those 

sinners you think are worse than you.  So it is fitting that those who do not forgive as they have been forgiven 

remain outside the party, because that’s where they will spend eternity – outside the endless celebration of 

God’s love and forgiveness in heaven.   

     To many of the people gathered around Jesus as He told this story, they thought that this kind of love from 

the father was ridiculous – no father would show such reckless, extravagant forgiveness.  But we have a 

prodigal God, a rejected, running, restoring, waiting God, who has recklessly and extravagantly lavished His 

love on us and calls us His dearly loved children, because that’s who are.  So how does this story end for you?   

 


