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The	 peculiar	 dynamics	 of	 family	 relationships	 are	 one	 of	 the	 few	 things	 that	 do	 not	
change	much	throughout	history.	Certainly,	nothing	has	changed	much	in	the	last	2,000	
years.	 It	 is	 a	 fact	 of	 life	 that	 family	 relationships	 do	 not	 always	 turn	 out	 the	way	 one	
would	like.	For	all	of	us	there	comes	a	time	when	we	have	to	leave	the	constraints	of	the	
family	home	and	stand	on	our	own	two	feet,	reaping	the	rewards	and	consequences	of	
our	own	actions.	Not	every	child	of	responsible	parents,	who	grows	up	and	leaves	home,	
lives	 their	 life	 in	 the	way	 their	 parents	would	 like.	But	 there	 comes	 a	 time	 also	when	
parents	need	to	accept	that	their	children	have	lives	of	their	own,	to	live	as	they	choose,	
no	 matter	 how	 you	 might	 feel	 about	 it.	 Throughout	 this	 process	 of	 becoming	
independent,	 relationships	 within	 families	 can	 sometimes	 become	 strained	 or	 even	
broken	all	together—conflicts	between	parents	and	children,	sibling	rivalry,	and	so	on.	
	
Hence,	 Jesus’	parable	of	the	prodigal	son	is	drawn	from	the	common	life	experience	of	
family	dynamics,	with	which	all	his	listeners	(and	us)	are	able	to	identify.		
	
The	initial	focus	of	the	parable	is	the	younger	son.	His	attitude	toward	his	father	is	one	of	
total	disrespect.	Rather	than	wait	for	the	death	of	his	father	before	inheriting	his	portion	
of	his	father’s	estate,	he	wanted	it	now—which	was	like	considering	his	father	as	being	
dead	already.	And	in	asking	his	father	for	his	portion	of	the	inheritance,	he	gave	up	any	
future	claim	 to	his	 father’s	estate.	Now,	 in	eastern	society,	 the	anticipated	response	 to	
this	kind	of	request	would	have	been	for	the	father	to	beat	the	stuffing	out	of	his	son,	or	
if	he	didn’t,	then	the	eldest	son	would.	But	as	you	see,	neither	happened.	
	
Instead,	submitting	to	the	wishes	of	his	son,	the	father	divides	up	his	property	into	two	
and	gave	half	to	each	of	his	two	sons.	Note	here	that	both	sons	received	their	inheritance	
at	 this	 time.	 If	 the	 eldest	 son	 had	 been	 truly	 righteous,	 he	 would	 have	 refused	 his	
portion.	Instead,	he	too	accepted	his	half	of	the	property.	The	one	stayed	and	continued	
to	farm	his	portion	and	the	other	presumably	sold	his	portion	and	having	collected	on	it,	
travels	to	a	distant	country.	
	
As	the	story	unfolds,	the	actions	of	the	younger	son	show	his	progressive	alienation	from	
his	family,	his	mismanagement	of	his	inheritance,	and	his	very	swift	descent	into	poverty	
and	privation.	He	quickly	 squanders	his	 inheritance,	 living	 fast	 and	 loose—the	 famine	
only	hastening	his	impoverishment.	Finally,	having	renounced	his	family,	he	becomes	a	
servant	 to	a	gentile,	who	orders	him	to	 feed	his	pigs.	For	an	 Israelite,	you	couldn’t	get	
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much	lower.	The	younger	son’s	destitution	was	complete.	He	had	reaped	the	bitter	fruit	
of	his	foolishness.	
	
It	was	only	then—when	he	had	stooped	to	the	very	lowest	possible,	that	he	finally	“came	
to	himself.”	He	decided	 that	he	would	 return	 to	his	 father—appeal	 to	his	mercy—and	
ask	his	father	for	a	paid	job—thinking,	perhaps,	that	maybe,	sometime	in	the	future,	he	
may	be	able	to	pay	back	some	of	the	money	he	had	squandered.	You	see,	he	thinks	it’s	
about	the	money.	But	it’s	not;	it’s	about	a	broken	relationship.	And	as	he	rehearses	the	
speech	he	plans	to	make	to	his	father,	we	see	the	process	of	true	repentance.	He	comes	
to	himself—he	gets	up—and	he	goes	to	his	father—better	to	be	a	servant	in	his	father’s	
house	than	wallowing	in	pigswill.		
	
When	 he	 is	 still	 far	 off	 his	 father	 spies	 him	 and	 rushes	 to	 meet	 him.	 Now	 this	 truly	
amazes	me	and	gives	us	an	insight	into	the	love	of	the	father	for	his	son.	You	can	perhaps	
imagine	the	son’s	father	getting	up	each	morning	and	spending	much	of	his	day	on	the	
hilltop	 looking	 down	 the	 dirt	 track	 that	 leads	 through	 the	 village	 to	 the	 estate—
constantly	searching	for	his	son.	And	one	day	while	his	is	at	his	vigil	he	spies	someone	
walking	towards	the	farm.	The	clothes	of	this	person	are	worn	and	in	tatters	but	for	the	
father,	there	is	no	mistaking	the	walk	of	his	son.	And	so	hitching	up	his	robes	he	ran	out	
to	meet	his	son	along	the	robes.	
	
The	kiss	from	the	father	expresses	his	forgiveness.	The	son	immediately	starts	into	his	
rehearsed	 speech.	 He	 calls	 out	 “father”	 and	 voices	 his	 confession	 and	 contrition.	 But	
before	the	son	can	ask	to	be	received	back	as	a	servant,	the	father	interrupts	him,	giving	
instructions	to	his	servants.	He	calls	for	a	robe,	he	calls	for	a	ring,	and	he	calls	for	sandals	
for	his	feet.	His	father	publicly	and	freely	forgives	the	son,	offers	him	reconciliation	and	
receives	him	back	into	his	house—as	his	son.	
	
There	 is	something	else	here	 that	 is	worth	noting.	For	 the	 father	 to	hitch	up	his	robes	
and	 run	 as	 he	 did	 was	 considered	 a	 disgraceful	 thing—old	 men	 don’t	 run.	 The	 son	
coming	home	must	also	have	been	very	scared.	He	had	disgraced	himself	and	his	father.	
When	he	left	he	would	have	performed	a	ceremony	in	which	a	clay	jar	would	have	been	
broken,	effectively	cutting	off	all	relationship	with,	not	only	his	family	but	also	the	entire	
community.	Because	he	had	done	 this,	 the	 villagers	 surrounding	 the	 farm	would	have	
loathed	 him	 and	 very	 likely,	 as	was	 their	 custom	 in	 those	 circumstances,	would	 have	
stoned	him	to	death	if	he	ever	dared	to	return.	The	son	was	probably	very	much	aware	
that	he	may	never	even	reach	his	father	but	instead	be	killed	along	the	way.		
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But	the	father	in	kissing	his	son	and	placing	a	ring	on	his	finger	and	a	robe	around	him	
was	not	only	showing	acceptance	of	his	son	but	saying	to	those	around	about:	“This	 is	
my	son,	you	will	not	touch	him.	He	is	under	my	protection.”	The	boy	who	was	lost	is	to	
be	treated	as	his	son	again,	and	it	was	an	occasion	for	celebrating.	
	
But	 the	 announcement	 of	 the	 feast	 is	 not	 appreciated	 by	 the	 elder	 son,	 who	 is	 now	
introduced	to	us	for	the	first	time.	Angry	at	the	special	treatment	his	father	is	lavishing	
on	the	younger	son,	the	elder	brother	refuses	even	to	enter	the	house.		
	
You	see,	the	elder	son	also	needed	to	repent.	He	too	was	disrespectful	to	his	father.	The	
elder	son	wanted	a	proper	relationship	with	his	father,	but	he	was	unwilling	to	welcome	
back	 his	 prodigal	 brother,	 who	 had	 just	 squandered	 one	 half	 of	 his	 father’s	 estate.	 If	
repentance	 for	 the	prodigal	 son	meant	 learning	 to	 say	 “father”	 again,	 then	 repentance	
for	the	elder	son	it	meant	learning	to	say	“brother”	again.	
	
Within	 our	 Christian	 life	 there	 are	 two	 aspects	 in	 the	 process	 of	 reconciliation—our	
reconciliation	 with	 God—and	 our	 reconciliation	 with	 each	 other.	 You	 cannot	 be	
reconciled	to	God	without	being	reconciled	to	one	another.	The	two	must	go	together.	In	
the	world	of	the	parable,	one	cannot	be	a	son	without	also	being	a	brother—or	a	sister.	
	
Paul	in	his	second	letter	to	the	Corinthians	tells	us	that	we	who	are	in	Christ—we	who	
have	all	the	benefits	of	the	elder	son—who	share	in	all	that	God	has	to	offer,	are	to	share	
in	Christ’s	ministry	of	reconciliation	to	others.	
	
Much	 of	 the	 fascination	 of	 this	 parable	 lies	 in	 its	 ability	 to	 resonate	 with	 our	 life	
experiences:	rebellion;	alienation;	the	appeal	of	the	new	and	foreign;	the	consequences	
of	 foolish	 living;	 the	 warmth	 of	 home	 remembered;	 the	 experience	 of	 self-encounter,	
awakening,	and	repentance;	the	joy	of	reunion;	the	power	of	forgiveness;	the	dynamics	
of	“brotherly	love”	that	leads	to	one	brother's	departure	and	the	other's	indignation;	and	
the	 contrast	between	 relationships	based	on	merit	 and	 relationships	based	on	 faithful	
love.	
	
Unfortunately,	 we	 usually	 learn	 to	 demand	 our	 rights	 before	 we	 learn	 to	 value	 our	
relationships.	The	younger	son	was	acting	within	his	rights,	but	he	was	destroying	his	
closest	relationships	in	the	process.	We	too,	can	destroy	our	relationship	with	God	and	
with	 those	around	us	by	demanding	our	rights	 to	choose	 the	direction	of	our	own	 life	
and	going	off	to	a	far	country.	From	a	distance,	the	“far	country”	can	be	very	appealing.	



 4	

But,	the	glow	that	surrounds	the	far	country	is	only	a	mirage.	Home	never	looks	so	good	
as	when	it	is	remembered	from	the	far	country.	
	
The	 journey	 home	begins	with	 coming	 to	 yourself.	 That	means	 that	 the	most	 difficult	
step	is	the	first	one.	The	younger	son	had	to	face	himself	in	the	pigpen	of	his	own	making	
before	he	faced	his	father	on	the	road.	Pride	can	keep	us	from	admitting	our	mistakes—
can	keep	us	 from	 repentance.	When	 the	 younger	 son	 realized	his	mistake,	 neither	his	
pride	 nor	 his	 shame	mattered	 as	 much	 as	 his	 need	 to	 restore	 his	 relationship	 to	 his	
father.	He	merely	stated	his	confession.	And	as	John	Calvin	wrote	in	his	commentary	on	
this	passage,	“When	the	prodigal	son	came	to	himself,	he	came	to	his	father.”	
	
The	temptation	a	parent	faces	is	to	allow	the	child's	separation	to	become	reciprocal.	If	
the	child	separates	from	the	parent,	the	parent	may	be	tempted	to	respond	in	the	same	
way.	The	parable’s	model	of	parental	love	insists,	however,	that	no	matter	what	the	son	
has	done,	he	is	still	the	father’s	son.	When	no	one	else	would	even	give	the	prodigal	son	
something	 to	 eat,	 the	 father	 runs	 to	 him	 and	 accepts	 him	 back.	 Love	 requires	 no	
confession	 and	 no	 restitution.	 The	 joyful	 celebration	 begins	 as	 soon	 as	 the	 father	
recognized	the	sons	profile	on	the	horizon.	
	
We	see	God’s	love	reflected	in	the	response	of	the	waiting	father.	The	parable	reassures	
all	 who	 would	 confess,	 “Father,	 I	 have	 sinned	 against	 heaven	 and	 before	 you.”	 The	
father—our	 heavenly	 Father—runs	 to	 meet	 us	 even	 before	 we	 can	 voice	 our	 own	
confession,	and	our	heavenly	Father’s	response	is	far	more	gracious	than	we	could	ever	
dare	to	 imagine.	The	picture	that	the	father's	celebration	creates	 is	one	of	sheer	grace.	
No	penance	is	required—it	is	enough	that	the	son	has	come	home.	This	is	the	picture	of	
God’s	 joy	 in	receiving	a	sinner	coming	home.	In	the	end	we	all	return	home	as	sinners	
and	the	parable	of	the	prodigal	son	invites	us	to	trust	in	the	grace,	the	goodness	and	the	
mercy	of	God.	
	
The	 parable	 leaves	 us	 with	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 the	 elder	 brother	 joined	 the	
celebration.	Did	he	go	in	and	welcome	his	brother	home,	or	did	he	stay	outside	pouting	
and	 feeling	wronged?	 The	 parable	 ends	 there	 because	 that	 is	 the	 decision	 each	 of	 us	
must	make.	Do	we	stay	outside	and	demand	preferential	treatment,	or	do	we	go	inside	
to	 share	 in	 the	 celebration—share	 in	 God’s	 wonderful	 grace,	 poured	 out	 for	 all.															
(NIB,	Vol.	IX,	305)	
	
To	God	be	all	the	glory,	honour	and	praise.	Amen.	


