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INTRODUCTION 

 

Last week we looked at the issue of church discipline.  In my studies in this area I have 

found that there is a real zeal for sermons, studies and articles on this issue.  You can find a 

lot of material about the proper processes to follow, but something I have not seen much on 

is what do you do with someone who repents, how do we restore the repentant?  There are 

some indications of what to do in verses like Galatians 6:1-3, ‘Brothers, if anyone is caught 

in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep 

watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. 2 Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the 

law of Christ. 3 For if anyone thinks he is something, when he is nothing, he deceives 

himself.’  And you will notice that Paul has more to say about our own hearts and attitudes 

than he does about the erring brother.  He indicates that it takes maturity to restore 

someone, ‘you who are spiritual.’  He indicates that we have to guard our own hearts as we 

draw alongside someone sinning.  We must not think we are immune to their sins, to good 

to sin like them, and when we have the details of their sins those act as temptations in our 

minds too.  He calls us to imitate Christ who bore our sins to bear the burdens of the sinning 

brother.  And that we must do it with humility not thinking that we are anything special 

because pride/self-forgetfulness comes before a fall.   

 

I mentioned last week that church discipline put into the hands of sinners is like putting a 

shotgun into an ex-murderer’s hands.  And when it comes to church discipline we are going 

to be better at judging than restoring.  We are better at seeing other people’s sins before 

our own, and we can too quickly forget the reality that we are undeserving as we deal with 

others.  So today, as we continue to think through the issue of church discipline I want us to 

examine the parable of the prodigal son.  You will see in Luke 15, there are 3 parables given 

by Christ.  All three parables talk about something lost that is found and the joy that is had 

in the restoration.  The occasion for Christ telling these parables is Luke 15:1-2, ‘Now the 

tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 2 And the Pharisees and the 

scribes grumbled, saying, "This man receives sinners and eats with them."  Why did Jesus 

tell these parables?  He told them because the religious and morally observant Pharisees 

and Scribes were unhappy with the fact that Jesus received sinners to table fellowship, an 

action that indicates unity and a good relationship.  These religious leaders felt that Jesus 

should hang out and eat with good people not questionable ones.  They were likely envious 

that these people flocked to Jesus and found Him and His message attractive when they are 

their teaching were rejected by many.  They could not see the good of their repenting and 

longing to be with Christ and hear more of His teaching.  The parable of the lost sheep, lost 



coin and the lost sons are told not to the sinners but to those religious people who were 

grudging of sinners being forgiven and accepted by Christ to table fellowship.  These 

parable are given to show God’s willingness to search and receive sinners, and how He 

celebrates and is not grudging at their return.  We want to note this message as a guide for 

us in church discipline as we consider the idea of restoration for the repentant.   

 

I have borrowed liberally from Tim Keller’s excellent book, the Prodigal God, which gives an 

excellent exposition of this text.  The title of the book might strike you as odd, the prodigal 

God, because we associate prodigality with the younger brother.  The word prodigal means 

to be a spendthrift, and Keller is trying to make the point that when it comes to forgiveness 

God is an extravagant spender paying the highest price through the death of His Son for our 

forgiveness.  The main insight he brings is that both sons in the parable are lost, that there 

are two ways to be sinful and two ways to be lost, and at the end of the parable it is the 

younger repentant brother who is restored to the Father, but the older brother, the 

character intended to portray the religious leaders, they are not in fellowship with the 

Father.  We will examine the actions of the three main characters and then apply our 

observations to restoration in church discipline.   

 

The younger brother 

 

Although Jesus associates with tax collectors, prostitutes and sinners He in no way condones 

their sinful activity.  In the parable Jesus tells, it is the younger brother who is to be 

identified with those who have not sought salvation in their own good works, but who have 

manifested the sinful heart of self-rule in being immoral and engaging in destructive and 

wasteful behaviour.  In this story the younger brother is portrayed as a selfish teenager, we 

know this because He is not yet married.  He wants to leave the rules, restrictions and 

fellowship of his Father’s house to go and be his own master, to live the good life and have 

fun instead of having to fulfil all those responsibilities around the farm.  In v12 we see his 

deeply disrespectful behaviour when he demands his share of the estate from his Father.  

The older brother would get 2 thirds of the estate and the younger brother would get 1 third 

as an inheritance.  The younger brother does not want to work and wait, and be with the 

Father, instead he wants his inheritance before his Father is dead.  This would have brought 

great disrespect and dishonour in the larger community.  And the Father whose wealth 

would have been bound up in land and flocks would have to liquidate assets in order to 

grant this request weakening the estate. 

 

Jesus hearers would have been happy to see Jesus equate the sinners He is eating with, 

with this disrespectful youth. In v13 we see that this younger brother leaves the holy land 

for a Gentile country, a ‘far country.’  He is not wise with the gift he has been given, he does 

not invest it and make it work for him, he selfishly and mindlessly blows it all for instant 

gratification.  Today’s equivalent would be those who go off into drug addiction and live a 

profligate life mindless of the consequences and who they hurt.  This is a dark picture that 

Jesus is painting describing the nature of their state in blunt terms not approval.   

 



In v14 we see that he is beginning to reap what he has sown and is in want when a famine 

breaks out.  He has nothing and ends up in the very life of servitude that he sought to 

escape when he has to hire himself out as a servant in a Gentile country to a Gentile.  The 

portrayal of this new task master is not positive for he does not seem to be very considerate 

not thinking of the younger brothers hunger and does not offer him, even pigs food.   

 

In v17-19 we have the turning point in the parable where the younger brother decides to 

return to the Father’s house, ‘"But when he came to himself, he said, 'How many of my 

father's hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger!  I will 

arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

before you.  I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired 

servants."'  We have a classic example here of what C. S. Lewis highlighted, pain is the 

megaphone of God that turns our hearts to those deeper longings of home.  The younger 

brother is rationalising that he will return as a tradesman.  That he will work off the debt 

that he owes to the Father.  He acknowledges his sin, he sees his unworthiness, and he 

goes back expecting a life of servitude and unhappiness but at least he will survive.   

 

It is important to notice that the younger brother is penitent and acknowledging his sin.  

Jesus association with sinners is not a blanket approval on all they did, He did not 

compromise God’s standards, but nor did He teach man’s rules as God’s rules avoiding the 

legalism that was such a burden to 1st Century Judaism.   

 

Before we turn to the Father and the reception that He gave the younger brother, let me 

say a word about parables and what they do and do not teach.  Many have looked at the 

parable of the prodigal son as the whole of the gospel, this is something Liberals have done.  

You will notice that there is no reference to the cross, for the need for a substitute to die in 

our place to satisfy God’s violated justice.  We must bring the rest of scripture to bear upon 

this text as well.  Parables are usually given to illustrate a single point and we cannot push 

them for more than they were intended to convey.  So in understanding how the younger 

brother is reconciled to the Father here are a few pits falls to avoid.   We must not think that 

contrition is an act that removes our sin, the only thing that can pay for sin is the death of 

Christ.  Also, it is good and right for us to emphasize repentance for sin in our turning to 

God, but it must be stressed that we are not justified by repentance but by faith, and our 

faith is not in how well we repent and cry over our sins, but our faith and confidence is in 

Christ who is a sufficient sacrifice to satisfy God’s wrath against my sin.  We are justified by 

faith alone but not by a faith that stands alone but one that is always accompanied by 

repentance and good works.   

 

The Father 

 

We are given some insight into the Father in the generous way in which He gives the 

younger brother his demands for his part of the estate.  The Father gives at great cost to 

Himself to selfish children.  But it is when the younger brother returns that Jesus reveals 

how the Father receives sinners.  The Father saw the younger brother when he was a long 

way off v20, most likely because the Father would look down the road to where the younger 



brother had left hoping for some sign of his return.   We see that the Father saw him and 

felt compassion.  This is important.  When you see someone who has been selfish and 

wasteful, who has blown their chances and are reaping the consequences of their own 

actions, our tendency is to not feel sorry for someone who has caused their own pain.  The 

Father is compassionate, and this is set forth as a contrast to the judgmental attitude of the 

religious leaders.  We see next that the Father ran to His son, running is something children 

did, and one had to bear their legs by lifting their robes to get the manoeuvrability.  The 

Father was more interested in welcoming His sinful son than decorum.  The Father also 

embraces and kisses the son, both are signs of welcome and affection a stark contrast to 

the cold shoulder of the religious leaders.  In v21 we see the son attempting to give the ‘I’m 

not worthy to be your son’ speech, but he is interrupted by the Father busying Himself with 

the servants, v21-24, ‘And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 22 But the father said to his 

servants, 'Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and 

shoes on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24 

For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.' And they began to 

celebrate.’ 

 

We see the symbols of reinstated sonship.  The best robe in the house would have been the 

Father’s robe (and I am very tempted to speak to the robe of Christ’s righteousness here but 

this is not what is meant), and this is put upon the son.  A ring and shoes likewise indicate 

standing and favour.  The Son comes back expecting to be treated harshly and as a slave 

but the Father treats him like a son reinstating him.  Meat would have been something very 

expensive and not eaten on a daily basis, and to kill the fatted calf is something reserved for 

weddings and other occasions.  We see that they had a celebration, something that the 

town would have been invited to and would have been a large event.  Jesus is indicating the 

joy that God has in forgiving the penitent, and seeks to show the religious leaders that they 

are not joyful in the things that delight the Father.   

 

God gives grace to the humble, the broken and contrite spirit He will not despise, He will by 

no means cast out anyone who comes to Him, these are the sentiments that Christ is 

illustrating as the Father rejoices at the return of one sinner.  If we will see our sin and turn 

to God, this is the welcome we can expect from the Father.  He does not delight in the 

death of the wicked but delights in forgiving the sin of the penitent.  The bible describes 

Him as slow to anger and always ready to forgive, the religious leaders thought that God 

was slow to forgive and always ready to be angry.  Jesus is turning their view on its head.  

He is not undermining or making light of the holiness of God, sin will be punished with hell.  

But if a sinner will turn to God in repentance and faith, then they can be assured that God 

delights to forgive their sins, and promises to do so 1 John 1:9.   

 

The older brother 

 

We turn now to the intended audience of this parable, the older brother, meant to represent 

the religious leaders.  What is often overlooked, and Tim Keller has brought out, is that the 

older brother is as lost as the younger brother.  That there is not only one way to go to hell, 



the road of selfish indulgence.  You can also be alienated from God by being religious.  You 

see the younger brother did not want the Father but only the Father’s possessions.  He 

challenged the Father’s authority by leaving it, and striking out on his own.  The older 

brother has sins that are evident as well.   

 

The younger brother shamed the Father by demanding his inheritance and shaming Him 

before the household and town.  The older brother also shames the Father by publicly 

standing outside and refuses to come in arguing and accusing the Father.   

 

When the younger brother was reinstated as a son, he would have received another 1/3 

part in the inheritance, a part of the older brothers share.  We see in the older brother’s 

anger all the sin that exposes his own alienated and lost condition.  The younger brother did 

not want the Father, delighting in Him and what He wanted, nor did the older brother, his 

anger was in part due to the loss of his part in the inheritance. 

 

The older brother’s anger exposes him to us.  Let’s observe his words in v29-30, ‘but he 

answered his father, '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!'’  it is important for us to see that the older brother thinks 

that he is good and that God owes him good on the basis of his goodness, and therefore by 

this measure the younger brother should be rejected.   

 

We see the older brother speaking without addressing His Father correctly by starting with 

the word ‘look’.  But the root of the matter is exposed when the older brother reveals that 

God has been unjust and that he feels hard done by because ‘these many years I have 

served you, and I never disobeyed your command.’  ‘You owe me, not him.’ That is what the 

older brother is stating.  And by stating this he is revealing his view of God, himself and 

salvation.  The good deserve to be saved, the bad do not deserve anything good.  You can 

know whether you are like the older brother and are failing to see your sin and what you 

actually deserve by whether you get angry at God when you don’t get what you think you 

deserve, or if you experience bad.  Think upon those times when you have suffered in 

health or finances, or some other painful way, and think whether you accused God of not 

seeing your good deeds.  Only a person who thinks they are innocent complains that God is 

not giving them what they think they deserve.  Those who are not Christians think this 

everyday blaming God for all the bad things that happen to good people forgetting that any 

life or breath we have is a mercy that is undeserved because if God were to give us what we 

deserve we would go to hell.  Christians likewise have amnesia and fall into this way of 

thinking accusing God thinking that our goodness should have bought us some relief. 

 

We see too that the older brother served the father and obeyed but it was not because of 

love, if so, he would not be complaining at but rejoicing with the Father, for His joys would 

be our joys if we truly loved God and not merely ourselves.  This reveals that the older 

brother’s service is conditional and is seen as a duty.  Keller tells the story from the play 

Amadeus, a play about the composer Mozart.  Salieri is like the older brother, he is an 



aspiring composer and prays as a boy, ‘Lord, make me a great composer!  Let me celebrate 

your glory through music—and be celebrated myself!  Make me famous through the world, 

dear God!  Make me immortal!  After I die let people speak my name forever with love for 

what I wrote!  In return I vow I will give you my chastity, my industry, my deepest humility, 

every hour of my life.  And I will help my fellow man all I can.’  He kept this vow until 

Mozart the musical genius comes along.  Mozart is immoral and yet the most brilliant 

composer who has ever lived.  Salieri cannot bide this and Salieri says to God, ‘From now on 

we are enemies, you and I.’  All Salieri’s good deeds are exposed as being for self by the 

anger when he does not get what he thinks are his dues.  Likewise the older brother is 

angry at the Father’s generosity when he has been working himself to the bone under a 

works mentality to try and enjoy the Father’s gifts.  The freeness of the grace chaffs the one 

who is working for heaven.  All his obedience was for self.   

 

We see that he grudges the generosity of the father when someone has not worked for it, 

he complains that the Father has not even given him a goat but has killed the fatted calf for 

the profligate.  We see in this that the older brother has no security in the Father’s love.  It 

is always true that those who are working for their salvation, those who are trusting in what 

they offer to God, they can never be assured that the Father loves them.  It is only when we 

see that it is through Christ alone that we can be made righteous and accepted, that there is 

no one who is too sinful to be saved, and that God delights to freely and fully forgive for 

Christ’s sake, then we will have true joy.   

 

The older brother does not recognise the younger brother’s inclusion back into the family.  

We see that he uses the words, ‘this son of yours.’  And this reveals that those who do not 

know their own sin and need for grace, those who are so focused on others sins that they 

cannot see their own, that they cannot think of themselves to be one family with someone 

who isn’t good like them.   

 

What is ironic about this parable is that in the two others like it in the chapter there was 

someone who went searching for what was lost, but in this parable who should have been 

out there searching?  It should have been the older brother who was out there looking and 

pleading with his brother to come home but he wasn’t.  What is revealed is that he knew all 

about how the younger brother was spending his money, ‘on prostitutes’ but he did not take 

the time to go and try and rescue him.  The other ironic thing is that at the end of this 

parable who is in fellowship with God, the older or the younger brother?  The younger 

brother is reconciled and the older brother is standing outside arguing with the Father.  

Please see the compassion of Jesus towards older brothers, He portrays the Father as 

‘entreating’ the older brother, their compassion and grace to all sinners in this parable not 

only the profligate.  We must not become Pharisees against Pharisees. 

 

Church discipline 

 

The challenge that we face in the case of restoring a sinning brother in church discipline is 

this one, are we like the older brother or imitating the Father?  In any case of church 

discipline there are a number of emotions that we feel.  Firstly, we will feel shock and 



disbelief.  Then we will feel anger and betrayal.  Then we will feel grief and mourn.  But we 

must all move towards the grace and compassion exercised here.  We must avoid the dual 

extremes of being too lax and overlooking sin as well as too zealous and crushing the guilty 

party.  We must remember that we are all sinners when handling a case like this that we not 

get on a high horse and become like the older brother.                          


