
Luke 15:11-32   11Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger of them said to 

his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property 

between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, 

and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe 

famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself 

out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly 

have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But when he 

came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but 

here I am dying of hunger! 18I 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.”’ 20So he set off and went to his father. 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. 21Then the son 

said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called 

your son.’ 22But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on 

him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat 

and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they 

began to celebrate. 25“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, 

he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, 

‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and 

sound.’ 28Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 
29But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I 

have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might 

celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property 

with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ 31Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always 

with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of 

yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’”  
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A teenager came to his pastor for advice: “I left home,” said the boy, “and did something that 

will make my dad furious when he finds out. What should I do?” 

The minister thought for a moment and replied, “Go home and confess your sin to your father, 

and he’ll probably forgive you and treat you like the prodigal son.” 

Sometime later the boy reported to the minister, “Well, I told Dad what I did.” 

“And did he kill the fatted calf for you?” asked the minister.  

“No,” said the boy, “but he nearly killed the prodigal son!  [this story from “The Waiting Father” 

by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

Isn’t it a good thing that God’s ways aren’t our ways?  There’s a line from Isaiah 55 that reads:  

“My ways are not your ways, says the Lord…For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my 

ways higher than your ways…”  And that’s a good thing.  Thank God his ways are higher and better 

than ours.  As we turn to our lessons for today, we remember that Jesus tells parables to illustrate God’s 

ways.  The Prodigal Son is probably the most famous and most loved parable of all.  The father is 

obviously meant to represent God.  We are the children.  We are so drawn to the God that rushes out to 

meet us, welcomes us back with gifts and a party.  No judgmentalism, no threats, no punishment—just 



grace and acceptance and love. It just tugs at our heart-strings.  In this we see so clearly that God’s ways 

are indeed higher and better than ours.  This is a God we can love and follow, isn’t it?   

Well, I don’t know about that.  This story touches us profoundly if we see ourselves in the 

prodigal son.  “According to the dictionary, the word ‘prodigal’ is an adjective that means ‘recklessly 

wasteful.’  ‘Prodigal’ is derived from the Latin word prodigere, which is translated as the verb ‘to 

squander.’  Therefore, a prodigal son is literally a wasteful son, one who squanders opportunities 

recklessly and wastefully.”  [from “The Waster” by Frank G. Honeycutt, www.Sermons.com.]  Do we 

see ourselves as recklessly wasteful with the inheritance God has given us?  Do we see ourselves as lost, 

as coming home, as unworthy? 

We may say all these things with our lips, but I’m not always sure we embrace them with our 

hearts.  Deep down in our hearts, those of us who are here on Sunday morning, for the most part, are far 

more likely to be older brothers who have put in a hard days work in the field.  We’ve been here at 

Dad’s home—we’ve never left.  We haven’t wasted, we’ve sacrificed!  Of our time, energy, finances, 

even our pride.  And we’ve tried to do the right thing, to be good people.  We’ve worked in the field, 

haven’t we?  We’ve cooked and cleaned for church dinners, we’ve sorted and organized and priced for 

rummage sales, we’ve taught Sunday School, sung in the choir, served on committees, worked in the 

nursery, painted the walls, shoveled the snow, made phone calls, stuffed envelopes, folded newsletters, 

written checks, visited nursing homes, listened to missionaries, prayed, laughed, cried, shared, struggled, 

worshipped, communed, baptized our children, gotten married, and together grieved the loss of loved 

ones gone on to glory—all from right here at home.  Some of us are newer to this church family than 

others, but all have stepped up in some way because this is our family. 

We are the people this parable is meant for.  Brett Blaire reminds us that Jesus tells this parable 

to respond to the Pharisees and the scribes who were grumbling.  “Jesus, as was so often the case, was 

associating with publicans and sinners—the rift raft of the streets.  And the religious people of the day 

were greatly troubled with the fact that Jesus spent so much time with ‘those kind of people’.  So they 

call him on it. 

“Jesus responded by telling three stories—there was a lost coin, a lost sheep, a lost boy.  Now, 

these good religious people could understand who Jesus was talking about when he told these stories.  

Obviously, he was talking about all of those sinful people he had been associating with.  But then Jesus 

put the clincher on—he said there’s someone else in the story.  And that someone else is an older 

brother.  He never left the father’s home and went to the far country.  He stayed at home and did the 

right thing.  Well, they knew who Jesus was talking about then.  He was talking about them.  They were 

the ones who had never left home and besmirched the family name.  But the sad fact is this: like the 

elder brother, they didn’t quite understand that they too were prodigal sons in need of and recipients of 

God’s redemptive love.  [previous 2 ¶s adapted from “The Other Prodigal Son” by Brett Blair and Staff, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

See, the Father not only had two sons, but loved two sons, was generous to two sons, and went 

out to fetch in two sons.  When the older won’t come in, Father goes out to plead with him, reminding 

him that he is always with him and that all that belongs to the Father is his.  When the elder attempts to 

separate himself from the younger by speaking of him as ‘this son of yours’, the father gently reminds 

him that he is also ‘this brother of yours’. 

We, too, need to be fetched back in.  We who have stuck around in faith and obedience can so 

easily forget how much God delights in our presence with him day in and day out;  how much we have 

gained in joining our hearts with the heart of Christ;  how God loves us so much that no calculator or 

computer can ever hope to be able to calculate the sum of our worth in God’s eyes.  We who are heirs in 

Christ are all too easily shocked and appalled by the others included in the celebration.  The wayward 

and uncomfortable ones: the woman who has had 5 abortions, the man who has done time in jail, the kid 

who stirs up trouble for attention.  We accept as par for the course the gossip and the complainer and the 

naysayer, and turn around to judge the prostitutes and the addict and the homeless.  We aren’t sure how 



to welcome someone with an accent, someone who is of African or Latino decent, someone who isn’t 

well educated.  And we still struggle to embrace the gay, the lesbian, the transgendered and others who 

are ‘different’—who trigger within us deep and uncomfortable questions that aren’t easy to answer.  It is 

all too easy to forget that these are people and not issues, and they are our brothers and sisters.  That no 

one is beyond God’s restorative love—and God’s joy will not be complete until all of us are together at 

home.  And we forget why the church exists in the first place—to seek out the lost and the marginalized.  

We are supposed to be standing at the door looking out rather than in—looking out for the wayward and 

the hurting, to rush out and meet them and minister to them with the gospel of Jesus Christ.   

Brett Blair would remind us of another parable Jesus tells about a man who had two debtors.  

“One owed him $50 and the other owed him $500.  Neither could pay so the man cancelled the debts of 

both of them.  Then Jesus asked the Pharisees which debtor would love him the most?  And they 

respond that of course it’s the one who was forgiven the $500 debt. 

“Let me ask you a question:  Because Jesus forgave the one a bigger debt does that mean that he 

loved that one the most?  No.  Scripture doesn’t say that.  In the end he forgave them both, didn’t he?  

Moreover—listen to this, now—he actually forgave them both the same amount because he forgave 

them all that they owed.  And that’s the important issue here.  Most of us are like the elder son in that we 

think God must certainly measure sin.  We think that in the end some people will owe more than others.  

But I want to tell you that it doesn’t make any difference whether we owe God $50 or $5000—we can’t 

pay it.  It doesn’t make any difference whether we’re an inch outside the Kingdom or a thousand 

miles—we’re outside the Kingdom until he brings us in.  The elder brother needs a savior just as much 

as the younger brother.  [previous 2 ¶s adapted from “The Other Prodigal Son” by Brett Blair and Staff, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

I want to give you a chance to participate, so I’m going to invite you now to turn to someone 

sitting near you – not the people you came to church with this morning – find somebody else, maybe 

someone you don’t know very well, and share a time that truly felt welcome and included and valued.  I 

want you to remember together those experience, and as you do, make sure that no one sitting around 

you is left out, because that would definitely defeat the purpose here.  I’m going to give you three 

minutes.  Share a time that truly felt welcome and included and valued.  Go!!  (allow three minutes for 

conversation.) 

Okay, I’m going to call us back together now.   

“Every Sunday, God throws a party for sinners.  Some of us have recently been in a "far country" 

and we are making our way back home.  Others of us have been working hard in the fields of the Lord 

for years, but have we forgotten what we’re working for?  Have we forgotten how much we are loved?”  

[from “The Waster” by Frank G. Honeycutt, www.Sermons.com.]  Have we forgotton how much God 

wants to welcome and include us, how much God values each one?  If someone who was lost overheard 

us talking about our church, would they see God’s home-fires burning within our hearts and recognize 

our church as God’s ‘home’.  In his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, author Steven 

Covey offers this advice:  “The main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.”  For the church, 

that translates like this:  the most important thing we need to do as a church is consistently keep in the 

forefront of our minds that we exist for the sake of those outside these walls.  To be sure, we take care of 

one another.  We send cards to the sick and the shut-in.  We go out to lunch.  We call each other to 

check in.  We take a friend to the doctor or pick them up when they get a flat tire.  Today, we are 

holding Joyce Maltman and her family in our hearts as they grieve Walt’s death this week, and it’s right 

that we should do that.  We celebrate with Wayne and Phyllis Henney on 65 years of marriage this week 

– what a great thing to celebrate!  And we rejoice with Lauren and Elliot Visuri and Taylor and Justin 

Roberts as new little ones are birthed in our church family in the few weeks.  We have so many 

blessings to be grateful for, and so many ways we can care for each other as friends and neighbors in the 

ups and downs of daily life.  And all of those things result from the knowledge that we are family and 

that’s how families are.  But God save the church who thinks that’s all there is.  God save the soul who 



goes through the motions and has forgotten the Father’s ecstatic, welcoming, faithful embrace; who has 

forgotten their own lostness to the point that they can’t celebrate when what was lost is found; who can’t 

be a light for others because the light of God within themselves has grown dim or flickered out. 

“Jesus calls one and all home to God’s house.  And the Father waits eagerly for each and every 

one of us.  Frank Honeycutt asks us to notice how the parable ends.  Tomorrow, that younger son will 

have to go back out to the field and go to work?  Will he do it?  We don’t know.  Tonight, that older 

brother is still standing in the back yard.  Will he go in to the party or not?  We don’t know.  That’s 

because we must each make the decision ourselves.  Will we join the celebration?  Will we join the work 

detail when the party’s over?  So who is the real prodigal?  Maybe it's not the one with a shady past full 

of mistakes.  Maybe it's those older brothers (and sisters) in this world who dig their heals in and choose 

to stay outside.  Maybe it’s those who refuse to come in because God isn’t fair – God just throws his 

arms around anybody.  God doesn’t operate the way he or she thinks God ought to operate.  “This 

brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”  The one we usually 

call ‘prodigal’ is alive.  Found.  

“That means the dead one, the lost one, is the one who stubbornly chooses to remain outside the 

Father's party.  What a waste, right?  [previous  2 ¶s adapted from “The Waster” by Frank G. Honeycutt, 

www.Sermons.com.]  What a waste! 

 Lee Ann Womack sings a wonderful song—many of you probably know it.  The chorus 

challenges us like this: 

I hope you still feel small when you stand beside the ocean, 

Whenever one door closes, I hope one more opens, 

Promise me that you'll give faith a fighting chance, 

And when you get the choice to sit it out or dance, 

I hope you dance. 

 

That’s Womack’s way of chiding us not to stay outside in the dark.  Don’t waste the chance to see what 

God is doing.  Celebrate with these brothers and sisters of yours.  Celebrate the vastness of God’s 

welcoming arms.  Celebrate the power of love to restore, to value, to redeem, to make new.  Celebrate 

the work done together, the fruitful harvest, the joy of the moment.  As we turn now to our closing 

hymn, I want to invite you to come forward while you’re singing if you’re able and pick up a pocket 

heart from the front.  If someone around you isn’t able to come up, pick up an extra and take it back to 

them.  It’s made of stone, so it’s strong, but it’ll warm up in your hand, it’ll fit in your wallet or your 

pocket or wherever to remind you of the enduring love of God in your life, and the call on all of us to 

share that love with the lost and found.  Come as you’re able.  Amen. 

  


