
“The Prodigal Father” Luke 15 

 

 Today’s parable told by Jesus is one of the most well-known and 

beloved portions of the Bible. At some point over the years it began being 

referred to as the “Parable of the Prodigal Son.”  In some ways this makes 

sense because it has a lot to do with one of two sons who demanded his 

inheritance from his Father and then left home to squander it all in 

excessive living.  The word prodigal or the similar world profligate has to 

do with being excessive. And certainly this son’s decisions and behaviors 

where excessive and scandalous. But by giving this parable a title, and in 

many cases adding it as an actual introductory title to this portion of 

Scripture from Luke 15, editors of the Bible have influenced generations 

of readers to interpret the passage as primarily about the son’s excess.   In 

more recent interpretations, however, people have asked themselves, 

“How would we read this parable if we didn’t have this title, “The 

Prodigal Son” stuck in our heads before we start?”  Surprisingly, when 

approached this way, a much different focus comes into view—a focus 

upon the excessive actions of the father, and thus the title of today’s 

sermon, the “Prodigal Father.”   

 How embarrassing and shaming it must have been in a small mid-

eastern village to have your son demand his inheritance before it was 

bestowed, and then run off to burn through it so foolishly.  How could this 

father not be seething in anger?  Even if, after a while, the father began to 

miss his son and worry about his well-being, we would still expect the 

father to act hurt and angry if his son eventually came back.  Maybe he 

would even make the son grovel and beg for forgiveness. That way the 

father would, in the end, regain his esteem, and be vindicated as right all 

along. Then, and only then, from a position of strength, might the father 

also choose to show a little benevolence by giving the son a minor place 

on the estate as a servant.   These of course are the very expectations in the 

mind of the son who expresses it this way, “I will get up and go to my 

father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like 

one of your hired hands.”  These expectations are, of course quite natural 



to suppose.  You might say they are “evidence based” expectations 

because they are in fact, based upon the way that our world normally 

works.  People go out on their own and often make bad choices.  And 

when they try to start over again there are always plenty of so called 

“righteous” people ready to judge them and not let them forget their 

mistakes.   So, listening to Jesus’ story, we are ready to see this kid get 

what’s coming to him—a good lecture out in the village square, plenty of 

wagging fingers and judging onlookers, and years of shaming.  

 How utterly shocked the people listening to Jesus must have been, 

therefore, when he gets to this pivotal verse of the story, “But while he 

was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran 

and put his arms around him and kissed him.”   Did they hear him right?  

The father was apparently looking for his son, scanning the horizon all 

along, in hopes that someday he would return. So the son didn’t have to 

come and throw himself at his father’s feet and beg for forgiveness, he had 

already been forgiven a long time ago.   The father’s love was reaching 

out seeking him wherever he was. How far did the father’s love go?  We 

marvel when astronomers tell us how far the light from distant stars travels 

so that we can see it. Apparently love travels as well.  The love of the 

Father sought him even while he was “still far off.”  But this is unheard 

of!  And not only did the father see him, he saw him through eyes filled 

with compassionate tears, not with anger and judgment.  But how can this 

be?!  And to top it all off, the father’s feelings of love, compassion and 

forgiveness are so extravagant, he cannot contain himself.  He cannot 

rationally and simply wait for his son to come to him, he must run to his 

son--with wanton abandon, shamelessly running down the road in front of 

his neighbors, robes flowing, his face wet with tears, his arms open to 

envelop his broken son in joyful embrace and kisses, uninterested in 

hearing his son’s planned apology! Calling for a party, new clothes and 

feasting for the son who was lost, but now is found. Oh what an 

extravagant welcome!    

Friends, this picture of love and grace is so contrary to what we 

experience in real life, it must have struck many listening as outrageous 

and threatening.  In fact the elder son represents many, who were much 



like the Pharisees or any of us that believe law and obedience should take 

precedence over grace.  This elder son came in from the fields and heard 

the commotion from the party his father was throwing for the son’s return.  

He was incensed at this unwarranted and profligate display of grace.  He 

felt such a spectacle was unjust and disrespectful of his own loyalty and 

obedience.   And, it’s likely that many of us who hear this story today, and 

are honest enough, might admit that we feel a little like the elder son.  So 

perhaps this is why the parable got labeled as “The Prodigal Son”--so that 

the emphasis might be placed upon the sinful excess of the younger son 

and his need for repentance rather than upon the abundant grace of the 

Father who was willing to let everything else go in order that his deep love 

might be known.  For God so loved the world.  For God so loved the 

world. For God, so loved the world.  

Amen.  

  
  


