
Sermon 78: Luke 15:11-32: The Parable of the Two Lost Sons 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The parable of the prodigal son is probably the most famous parable in the gospels.  But I 

think like many that it has been misnamed.  Some have thought to call it the parable of the 
Prodigal Father, this is because the word prodigal means ‘spendthrift’ and the Father who 
represents God and His restoring grace is so generous.  But I think this is a bad title as 

‘prodigal’ has many bad connotations.  Some have thought to call it the Parable of the Older 
Brother, this is a good title which is better than the parable of the prodigal son because 
Christ’s intended target for the teaching of this parable were the Pharisees who were 
represented by the older brother who refused to accept his brother back.  But I have chosen 

as a title, the parable of the two lost sons, I think this covers the reality that there is more 
than one way to be separated from God, and in this parable we see the Father being 
compassionate to both and seeking to restore both.   

 
We are looking today at this the third of three similar parables.  We have looked at the 
parable of the lost sheep and the lost coin and have seen God’s joy in searching for and 

saving sinners.  Through the pictures of a shepherd enduring a hostile search; and a 
housewife on her hands and knees combing through dirt all in order to find us.  Through 
these pictures we have learnt about the willingness of our God to save us.  The occasion for 

these parables was the grumbling of the religious leaders who resented the fact that sinners 
were drawn to Christ and that He was willing to associate with them and minister to them.  
This third parable has the most detail about the Father’s willing acceptance of penitent 

sinners and is pointed in its challenge to the legalists about their lovelessness and 
misunderstanding of grace.   
 

We will look at this section under three heading following the three main characters of our 
parable, the younger son, the Father, the older son. 
 

The younger son 
 
V11-12, ‘And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And the younger of them said 

to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided 
his property between them.’  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.’  ‘Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into 

a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.’ 
 
Jesus is using this picture of teenage rebellion to help us see the true nature of sin.  In an 

honour culture where your parents were to be respected, where your family was to be 
served, your family inheritance to be stewarded for future generations, and your culture and 
national identity cherished.  The actions of this younger son would have been seen as 

extremely shameful.  All things dear are cast off in selfish pursuit.  Here we have highlighted 
the selfishness of sin.  At the heart of all our sin is a self-love that is willing to tread on all 
things dear and sacred in order to gratify itself.  The irrationality of sin is seen as he wounds 

his loved ones.  Even when we sin in the name of love and break God’s law in ‘love’ for 
another person it is a love of self that is driving our disobedience against God.  It is our love 
of how that person makes me feel, the way that person completes me, the way that person 

fulfils my wildest dreams, the way that person defines my identity, guarantees my security, 
my pleasure, my goals.  At the heart of all sin is an incredibly harmful selfishness.  Jesus 
hearers would know what these actions would mean to the family and its standing in the 
community, to the way the father would be shamed before his household and community.  

This young man did not want the restrictions of his parents rules, the judging eyes of his 
village, nor the laws of his God and left not only his home, but his town and even the holy 
land of Israel to have his own way.  He sought the opportunity and anonymity to fulfil all his 

own desires believing the lie of sin, that true joy is found in self-gratification.       
 
Next Christ illustrates the self-destructiveness of sin.  V13b-16, ‘and there he squandered his 

property in reckless living. 14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in 
that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was longing to 

be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.’  That word 
squandered means something like, thrown to the wind.  Handing himself over to his desires 
he is not guided by wisdom and put any of his money into savings, nor does he invest it for 

future returns, thinking only of the moment and instant gratification, he wastes it all.  He 
has to learn the hard life lesson that there is no sin that yields permanent satisfaction.  The 
trouble we never learn we are self-deceiving, we always buy the advertising and the false 

promises of satisfaction and pay for what does not deliver.  A comical picture of this sad 
truth is in the cult classic movie Napoleon Dynamite.  In the movie Napoleon’s uncle Rico 
wants to travel back in time, so he goes on the internet and buys a time travel device.  You 

have to put a metal ring on your head and a metal rod between your legs and then turn it 
on.  And when you turn it on it applies an electric shock.  Wasted money, believing lies, 
getting hurt in the end, this is what sin delivers.  We see as well the debasing reality of sin.  

This boy who grew up well provided for, now for the first time experiences poverty and this 
by his own hand.  The fallen world conspires with his own foolishness and a famine breaks 
out compounding his misery.  He cannot find a job and ends up in a job that would earn him 

a curse from his fellow Jews, feeding swine.  We have all debased ourselves in our sins.  We 
have all done things that we never thought we would do. 
 

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.   



Now some have suggested that the younger son was not repenting sincerely that he was 
planning to abuse the system by saying the right words and coming with a sense of 

entitlement.  This is incorrect, Jesus is using this young man’s return to illustrate the true 
repentance of the tax collectors and sinners who have come to Him.  Let us consider the 
description of repentance from this section.  We are told that through the pain, he came to 

himself, this is idiomatic for coming to his senses.  This made him think of his Father.  
Comparing his Father to his present employer he knew that his father was good for his day 
labourers made ‘more than enough.’  This reminds us that all true repentance begins with a 

knowledge of God’s goodness.  All true believing repentance is a believing repentance.  Now 
I would suggest that this younger son will learn more fully how good his Father really is and 
his views of the Father fall short of God’s true kindness in restoration.   

Secondly, we see that the son sees his sin, he sees his sin against others and against God.  
Where so many are being encouraged to put away destructive behaviour because it is not 
good for yourself, it is refreshing to hear an evaluation of sin not from a therapeutic 

perspective that always puts my own personal well-being at the centre.  This is not a self-
help approach to sin but sees sin as against others and in particular against God.  This 
recognition of sin being against God reminds us of another true moment of repentance, Ps. 
51:3-4, ‘For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.  Against you, you only, 

have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words  
and blameless in your judgment.’   
Thirdly, we see a real contrition and humility in his words, ‘I am no longer worthy to be 

called your sin.’  This is not a forced confession but he is convinced of his unworthiness and 
recognizes that he has no grounds to make demands, that sin has made him unworthy of 
sonship.  He does not blame his circumstances, or the friends that betrayed him, he owns 

his sins.   
 
Now this parable does not say everything that the Bible teaches about the doctrine of 

repentance.  It does not speak about the fact that repentance is a gift, Acts 11:18.  It does 
not go on to speak of the necessity of faith.  Nor does it highlight that repentance is not a 
form of merit, that it is a Spirit wrought reality that always accompanies faith, and that 

repentance is not to be viewed as a form of preparationism.  However it does help us see 
some of the essence of repentance.   
 

The Father 
 
The main character of this parable is of course the Father, Jesus is telling us this parable to 

make known the love and grace of the Father.  Gracious character in contrast to the 
legalism of the Pharisees is seen in several aspects of the parable.  Firstly, the fact that the 
Father in this parable even considers the younger sons request and divides his property is 

very surprising.  In a situation like this one would expect a smart slap to the face followed 
by being disowned and being chased from the house being told to never come back.  In 
many ancient cultures this would provoke a situation where the son would be pronounced 

dead to the family and community.  This aspect of the parable reminds us that every 
moment we are alive, even if it is to run from God and abuse the many gifts of His creation 
for sinful purposes, this is because He has not acted in justice but is being merciful to us in 

our rebellion by withholding full justice and extending an offer to return.   
 
V20-24, ‘And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his 
father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. 21 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.’  There are so many 

surprising things in the Father’s action in this story which speak of God’s generous welcome 
to repenting sinners.   
 

Firstly, we see that the Father sees his son a long way off.  In other words, the Father was 
keeping an eye on the horizon waiting for and hoping for the sons return.   
Secondly, we see that the Father felt compassion.  Any father in the ancient world in this 

situation would feel anger, would be cold and distant seeking to broadcast his unhappiness.  
When the Father sees a sinner returning to Him, Jesus tells us that God is ready to receive 
us not with a cold shoulder but with compassion.  

Thirdly, we see that the Father ran.  The word used here is the word to describe a running 
race, this is a picture of sprinting full out.  Children ran older men did not.  Yet the Father is 
seen to humble Himself in His love for His son.   

Fourthly, we see that the Father embraced and kissed him.  This son that smelled like a pig 
pen, this son who had publicly humiliated the family, this son who had squandered what he 
had not worked for was shown family affection.  The word for embraced means he fell on 
his neck.  This is the type of embrace describing the elders who embraced Paul for the last 

time knowing he was going to die; and of Joseph when he revealed himself to his brother 
Benjamin. 
Fifthly, we see that he interrupts the son’s speech of self-abasement to lavish signs of 

reinstatement upon him.  The son tries to deliver his speech about not being worthy to be 
his son and to become like a hired hand, but the Father is too busy lavishing gifts of 
reinstatement upon him.  Once again the servants are called on to serve the son’s needs; 

the father calls for the best robe, which was likely the Father’s robe to be put upon him; a 
ring is given to him as an expensive gift or perhaps holding the family crest; and shoes are 
placed upon his bare feet.  The fact that the son is not able to deliver a speech about what 

he is willing to offer in order to be restored is a fitting picture of the gospel.  We cannot 
come to God seeking to buy our salvation with promised service.  Even your best promised 
service is nothing and cannot pay for your past sins and earn you access.  Instead see God’s 

generosity as proof that the sacrifice of Christ on the cross is sufficient and has so well paid 
for your sins that you can be received free of any payment, and not only do you offer 
nothing in payment but further gifts of sonship are poured out upon you. 

Sixthly, just like the other parables there is rejoicing and a feast is thrown.  We see that the 
fattened calf is killed, an animal that was saved for special occasions like the Day of 
Atonement. 

Please notice that we see no attempt on the part of the Father to make the son feel as bad 
as possible, there is no mention of his irresponsibility, or his waste, or his profligacy, there is 
no period of giving him the cold shoulder until he has been sufficiently punished.  When we 

come back to God we can know that when we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to 
forgive them.  Christ’s death is a sufficient payment, God does not have to exact it from us 
before He can let us back.   

 
What a glorious picture!  When we come to our senses and see our sin and seek to return to 
our Father, this parable give you the assurance that there is a God ready to receive you.  

Ready to run to you, to kiss you, to take you in His arms.  He is ready to receive you into 
His family and pour out His gifts upon you.  This is not because our sins do not matter, they 
do, God not only has to humble Himself in receiving us back but His Only Begotten Son has 
taken the punishment that is owed to us and settled our debts in full.   

 
The older son         
 



The younger son and the Father are well known from this story but the parable was given in 
the first place to address the Pharisees.  So more than the younger brother Jesus is 

challenging the Pharisees through the portrayal of the older brother.  As we think about the 
older brother certain things should strike us.  Firstly, when the younger brother came to his 
Father and demanded his inheritance, where was the older brother?  The older brother had 

a key role in the family in representing the family’s interests.  We see no attempts on the 
part of the older brother to keep the family together; likewise we do not see the older 
brother going out knowing the Father’s concern attempting to bring his brother who was 

destroying his life, home.  When it does come time to see his reactions they are not good.   
 
V25-30, ‘“Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, 

he heard music and dancing. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what these 
things meant. 27 And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the 
fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’ 28 But he was angry and 

refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 29 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!’  
 
Firstly, he receives the good news of the brother’s return with anger.  It is unlikely that the 

brother is someone who did not like parties on principle.  No he heard about the reason for 
the party, the return of the profligate brother; the preparations involved, the fattened calf 
had been killed; the Father’s celebration and not punishment of the brother; and no doubt 

he was probably doing the math, that if the brother had already taken 1/3 of the estate, and 
is now reinstated, will that mean that he can get a further 1/3 in the future?   
Secondly, we see that he refuses to join the celebrations.  He keeps himself apart from 

rejoicing over the return of the brother with a sense of self-righteous indignation, staying 
angry at the brother’s crimes and not refusing to overlook the slight.  But he was also 
staying away because he felt that if anyone deserved a party it was him.  He had slaved for 

the Father and had never received such rewards, but a son who shames the family and 
throws its fortunes away will.  He would not let go of his brothers sins and he would not let 
go of what he thought he deserved.   

Thirdly, we see that the Father who seeks for his family to be reconciled to each other 
comes out.  Now this was also a shaming act.  The Father did not go to the son, the son 
came to the Father.  To force Him to leave his guests, to make a public spectacle and pour 

cold water on the reason for the celebration was an act of insult in an honor culture.  On top 
of that he refuses to be entreated by the Father.   
Fourthly, he accuses the Father and rages against Him.  In v29 we see a disrespectful 

address when he says ‘look’.  He accuses the Father of favoritism and injustice.  He says 
that the Father has not seen his good deeds and rewarded them; and that he has 
overlooked the sins of the younger brother and rewarded him.   

 
The older brother is struggling with a traditional tension and logical problem.  How can a 
holy God forgive sin without exacting payment from us?  Many struggle with this idea today.  

‘In the early hours of October 16, 1946, Lutheran minister Henry Gerecke paid a visit to 
members of his small congregation in Nuremberg, Germany. This was no ordinary 
congregation, since the men he was visiting were about to be executed for committing the 
vilest crimes imaginable. One by one, Gerecke walked with his congregants to the gallows. 

When the noose was placed over the first man’s head and he was asked for his last words, 
he gave testimony to his faith in Jesus Christ: “I place all my confidence in the Lamb who 
made atonement for my sins. May God have mercy on my soul.” His name was Joachim von 



Ribbentrop, and until the previous year he had been the foreign minister of Adolf Hitler’s 
Nazi Germany. When first visited by Gerecke in the Nuremberg prison where the war crimes 

trial was taking place, Ribbentrop had listed a long string of objections to the Christian faith. 
But under the faithful preaching of the gospel in the prison chapel, he had been thoroughly 
converted and saved. Not all of Gerecke’s parishioners were converted. One of them was 

Hermann Goering, chief of the German Luftwaffe and Hitler’s closest colleague. Goering also 
attended chapel, but when Gerecke visited him on that last evening, Goering mocked 
Christianity. Within minutes after the pastor left him, Goering committed suicide. Others 

were more like Ribbentrop. When Gerecke first visited the cell of Field Marshal Wilhelm chief 
of the German armed forces. He found Keitel reading his Bible and professing Christ. Two 
others, Fritz Sauckel, the Nazi head of labor supply, described as the cruelest slave master 

since Pharaoh, and Wilhelm Frick, who as minister of the interior oversaw a reign of terror 
that had targeted many Christians, went to the scaffold confessing their sins and asking 
forgiveness from God through faith in Christ. Eight of the Nazi war criminals were accepted 

at the Lord’s Table by Chaplain Gerecke on the basis of a credible profession of faith in 
Christ.”— Jonah & Micah (Reformed Expository Commentaries) by Richard D. Phillips.  As a 
result of Gerecke’s efforts he received hate mail from those who thought that these men did 
not deserve to be saved.  This is like the older brother. 

 
What leads to this way of thinking?  If we forget that our good deeds are not good enough 
to earn us eternal life; if we forget that God has to provide salvation and has to make it free 

for all because none can earn it; if we forget these things then keeping score and grudging 
bad people being forgiven, and accusing God of injustice seems logical.  But God is not 
unjust, He does pay; He does satisfy His law; He pays for our breech of His law Himself.  

Someone pays, someone dies, it is the Son of God it is not you.   
 
The story of the parable ends without a happy resolution.  The younger son is in the house 

and in happy fellowship with the Father; but the older brother because of his self-
righteousness and his unwillingness to let the sins of others go has excluded himself from 
the Father’s house.  The parable ends with the Father petitioning, reasoning with and 

entreating with the older brother.  There are two lost sons in this parable, but at the end of 
this parable the lost one if found, and the one we thought was found is lost.  The parable 
ends open-ended inviting us to consider which are we?  Are we sinners who have wandered 

fro the fold and need to return, then know God willing acceptance; or are we those who are 
full of self-righteousness and legalism and cannot tolerate God saving and letting them off 
the hook when you have worked so hard to be good?  The Father loves both and seeks for 

both to be in His house with Him.                    


