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The parable of the prodigal son is probably one of Jesus’s most famous of all his 

parables.  Charles Dickens calls it, ‘the greatest short story ever written’.  It is called 

by some for centuries, ‘the gospel within the gospel’.  There are themes of rebellion, 

reconciliation, sin, restitution, forgiveness, bitterness, celebration and repentance 

inside this parable.  Today, I am going to focus on just one aspect and that is the 

Father’s Heart of God. 

 

Who is God like, what is this God like that we serve, what is his heart like? 

 

Context: 

 
1 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.” 
 

Jesus is eating with sinners and the pharisees can’t stand it that is their slogan, 

‘Jesus eats with Sinners therefore Jesus is a sinner’.  That was their mantra, but 

Jesus healed people and he cast out demons.  The pharisees say, he does it by the 

power of Satan.  Pharisees say, this guy who eats with sinners, we would never 

eat with sinners because we are holy and righteous.  So Jesus tells a string of 

three stories, three parables, very similar to one another in response to what the 

pharisees are saying. 

• The parable of the lost sheep 

• The parable of the lost coin 

• The parable of the lost son 

 

There is a common pattern with all three stories and the pattern is this, something 

is lost, something is found and then there is rejoicing.  That’s the pattern that you 

will see in all three stories.   

 

First story, a shepherd has a 100 sheep, one goes missing, he leaves the 99 in the 

pen and goes out searching for the one and when he finds it he puts it on his back 

and he comes back and he calls his friends and neighbors to celebrate. 
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Second story, a woman who has her whole lifesavings in ten silver coins and she 

loses one and so she lights a lamp and she sweeps the whole house, trying to find 

this coin and when she finds it again she calls her neighbors and her friends to 

celebrate and the reason is found in verse 7 and verse 10 

 

10 In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God 
over one sinner who repents." 
 

Jesus is trying to illustrate what happens in heaven when a sinner turns from their 

sin, repents and turns to God.  Finally, we get to the parable of the lost son.  Verse 

11  

 

11 Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 
 

So here we have all the players introduced, we have a father and he has two sons.   

 

12 The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So 
he divided his property between them. 
 

There is a lot packed in this one verse.  The first is, we have to remember that 

Jesus was talking to a middle eastern crowd all the way back in the first century.  

So he wasn’t talking to Malaysians in the 21st century, it was first century middle 

eastern, so a lot of the culture we don’t quite understand, so a lot of the sermons 

and the books that I read was explaining the culture back then and from there we 

can understand the impact on what Jesus is saying. 

 

So back in the first century in middle eastern, it was an extremely patriarchal 

society.  There was a lot of respect held for the elders and we sort of understand 

this term in mostly Asia.  We would never call someone who is much older than us 

by their first name.  So we understand this in a sense.  Here the son is saying 

something very serious, father give me my share of the state, give me my 

inheritance and indeed the inheritance does belong to him but only when the 

father dies. 

 

Because there are two sons, according to Jewish law the older son gets a double 

portion because they are the ones who are responsible for taking care of the 

family after the father is gone.  So they get a double portion and everyone else 

gets a single portion.  So because there are two sons, the older brother gets two 

thirds and the younger brother gets one third of the state. 

 

So what the younger son saying here is this, ‘father I wish you were dead, I want 

your inheritance now’.  What an outlandish thing to say to your father!  In our 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-10.htm
https://biblehub.com/luke/15-11.htm
https://biblehub.com/luke/15-12.htm
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culture if someone says to their father like that, the best treatment for them would 

be a backhanded slap.  That is what is expected from this parable’s father, but he 

doesn’t, he divided his property between them.  He did what the son asked.  Now 

that is even more outlandish, that is even more shameful it seems. 

 

The Runaway: 

 

13 "Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant 
country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 
 

It means that the younger son liquidated everything.  Back in the day this 

inheritance is not in a saving’s account like it is today.  It is they live off their wealth.  

It is a cluster of homes, land and animals.  So it is really a huge blow to the family 

if they were to lose one third of everything that they owned.  Now we can tell that 

this family is quite wealthy because we know that they have servants, they have 

a fattened calf, they have the best robe and their estate is quite big because in 

the end you see that the older brother can’t even hear the party going on when he 

is out at work, working on the estate.  So they have quite a big estate.   

 

It is not that easy to sell a house or a car nowadays.  So how does the son do it 

quickly.  Most probably, the property was sold very cheaply.  So years after years 

and generations after generations of blood, sweat and tears and hard work in 

building up this family wealth and passing it on to the next generation, he just 

treats it with contempt, sells it cheap, so that he can go and do what he wants. 

 

Now back to a bit of culture.  For such insolence that this young boy has shown for 

such contempt, for such dishonor often the family would actually hold a funeral 

for their son because he has been so disrespectful, so insulting, he is essentially 

saying you are dead to me.  So they would have had as he went off to this distant 

country, wherever it is, they would have had a symbolic funeral to say you are 

dead to me.  In addition, another Jewish custom is that, if a Jewish person takes 

their inheritance and they go off to a gentile land and they lose their inheritance, 

if that person ever dare to come back they would perform a ceremony called 

‘kayzeza’ and they would take a huge pot and they would crack it in front of the 

boy and they would say, so and so is cut off from our community because he has 

lost his inheritance to the gentiles. In other words, nobody would ever hire him, 

nobody would ever help him out or care for him.  He is cut off from the community 

and forced to be destitute for the rest of this life. 

 

So the younger son is taking a huge risk actually, going to gentile land with his 

inheritance because if he loses it he burns every bridge he has to come home.  Now 

something to notice, there is no older brother mentioned here.  Back then, when 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-13.htm
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two people had an argument, they will never meet face to face and sort out the 

argument because there would always be one winner and one loser and so the 

loser will lose case and, in the shame, and honor culture that just wasn’t done.  So 

how do you sort out arguments.  You will always need a reconciler, someone in 

between who both parties trust, is fair and they have a close relationship to both 

parties and they would be the reconciler.  He will talk to one party and then go to 

the other party and talk and then sort it out.  So the obvious reconciler in this story 

is the older brother, but he is nowhere to be seen. 

 

The Repentance: 

 

14 After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, 
and he began to be in need. 
 

Now I am pretty sure that a majority of us have never experienced a famine.  There 

is a story of a famine in 2-Kings 6.  The Assyrian sieged on a Jewish town.  The 

town was surrounded, and nothing goes in and nothing comes out.  So what would 

happen, the people in the town would eat and drink everything they have and 

eventually they would starve to death.  So no soldier have to fight, they just had 

to wait and wait until they started starving to death and they would come out and 

surrender.  That’s what siege was.  So in the town there was a famine, there was 

no food left and 2 Kings 6 tells us the story that people were selling donkey heads 

to eat, mothers were eating their own kids.  That’s the desperation of people in a 

famine.   

 

15 So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to 
his fields to feed pigs. 16 He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs 
were eating, but no one gave him anything. 
 

He is a Jewish boy and we understand this because Jewish would never do this 

unless they had no other alternative.  Jesus has invented the ultimate sinner at 

his lowest point that is what Jesus is trying to get across.  He doesn’t want to feed 

the pigs, but he has no other choice and in fact he tries a bit of the slime and the 

slop that is fed to the pigs because he has nothing else to eat.  How much does 

this young boy resemble us sometimes?  We think we are wiser; we think we are 

smarter than God and so we want to go on our way and a lot of times we sin in 

the name of happiness, as if happiness is the ultimate goal in life.   

 

The boy could have had the mansion, but he went out to the pigsty, why, for his 

happiness and so we trade in the promises of God for our own desires and 

apparent happiness.  If you want to serve happiness, go ahead and serve 

happiness but I tell you right here, it is a path that leads to destruction.  It is a path 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-14.htm
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that leads to hell, you cannot serve two masters.  If you want to serve God and 

you want to lay hold of his promises, you take your happiness, you nail it to a cross, 

you pick up that cross and you follow him.  That is what the Bible teaches us. 

 

Matthew 6:33 but seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things 
will be given to you as well. 
 

Every decision, every action, every word in your life is it aligned with that, does it 

advance the kingdom, does it advance your righteousness, that is how we should 

make our decisions.  So that’s exactly what the boy did, he remembers the 

goodness of his father. 

 

17 "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired servants 
have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!  
 

He remembered even the hired servants, the lowest of the low, my father was 

good to them.  My father gave them enough, so that they had food to spare and 

here I am eating pig slop.  I am going to go back  

 

18 I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and against you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; 
make me like one of your hired servants.' 
 

He doesn’t want to go back as a son.  He knows he is not going to be accepted 

back as a son.  He says, I want to pay my debt off, I have recognized my mistake.  

And Jesus listeners, the pharisees, finally something in the story make sense to 

them.  Yes, that is exactly what the son should do, indeed he should go back and 

work it off until his hands bleed that will teach him a lesson.   

 

20 So he got up and went to his father. "But while he was still a long way off, his 
father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his 
arms around him and kissed him. 
 

As he goes back, he knows he is going to have to face up to his father, his brother 

and the village and the father knows that too and as soon as the father sees him 

and the fact that the father sees him a long way off means the father is looking 

for him day in day out.  The son is not dead to the father, he might be dead to the 

village, but the father is looking everyday for his son in hopes of his return.  When 

the father sees his son, he recognizes the way his son walks, and the father runs. 

 

Now a bit of a culture back then.  Middle eastern patriarchs never ever ran 

because it shameful.  They would have to pick up their robes up to their knees and 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-20.htm
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run, which is shameful.  You would never see that.  You are not supposed to show 

your legs.  Boys ran, little girls ran, patriarchs never. 

 

The father rans as fast as he could, because he knows that if he doesn’t get to him 

first the village is going to get to him.  The young boys in the village are going to 

throw stones at him, taunt him and mock him.  He wants to get to his son before 

his son gets to the village.  He hugged and kissed him again and again.  Some 

translation say that he fell on his neck, so he is kissing him.   

 

21 "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 
 

The speech that he prepared where he had the part about the hired servant, he 

leaves it out because as soon as he sees the father running, as soon as his father 

embraces him, as soon as the father kisses him, he knows I am his son.  He doesn’t 

want me back as a servant, he wants me back as his son.   

 

The Reinstatement: 

 

22 "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on 
him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring the fattened calf and 
kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is 
alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate. 
 

He doesn’t say, ok son this is what you are going to do.  You are going to go home, 

get the ring, get the sandals and get the best robe.  No, he ordered the servants 

to do that.   

 

The signet ring has the family crest that means the son can make contracts now, 

can trade, so you see it is full reinstatement.  They kill a fattened calf.  They didn’t 

use to eat meat back in the day a lot.  Meat was for special celebrations and the 

fattened calf is for once in a lifetime kind of deals.  In the Old Testament, there was 

an occasion where a woman kills a fattened calf.  It was when Saul, the King, came 

to her house.  Why, because the king is probably never going to come back to her 

house.  This is a once in a lifetime deal.   

 

The Retaliation: 

 

25 "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he 
heard music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked him what 
was going on. 27 Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-21.htm
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fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.'28 "The older brother 
became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 
 

Let me give you a bit of background.  If there were guests in the house back then 

all the male members of the family are expected to go in and greet the guests, 

even if they weren’t going to stay.  Even if they have to go and work, they were 

supposed to greed and then go.  Not doing so is a huge insult to the guest.  That is 

also a huge insult also to the host, the father.  So the older son knows this, and he 

refuses to go in.  So the word gets to the father.  It an open challenge to the 

authority of the father.  So the father is in a predicament, he can either overlook it 

or he can punish the boy and that’s exactly what everyone is expecting, but the 

father knows that if he does that there is only going to be further estrangement, 

only further bitterness between the father and the son and he wants to have his 

son.  He wants a son.  So does he do?  He pays the price of reconciliation with his 

head bowed he walks out and pleads with his son. 

 

Now this is not done, back then and even now the father is supposed to summon 

the son.  The son is supposed to come and not the other way around.  Nobody has 

heard the son summoning the father.  The father takes the humiliation and he 

walks out and pleads with his son.  Now before we read verse 29, the guest know 

what is going on.  So verse 29 is the speech that the older brother has been 

preparing for everyone to hear. 

 

29 But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and 
never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could 
celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours who has squandered your 
property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' 
 

There are a few things that I want you to notice in this speech.  He says this son of 

yours.  He doesn’t say my brother.  His brother is still dead to him.  That is why he 

was not there to be the reconciler in the first few verses.  He does not care for the 

father.  He has no relationship for the father.  He wasn’t there to protect his honor.  

He doesn’t care for his younger brother.  He wasn’t there to protect his younger 

brother from making stupid mistakes.  All he cares about is himself, “all these years 

I have been slaving for you”, that’s the terms that he uses.   

 

This is what the older brother really wants.  He wants the father to say this, “my 

son, you know, you are right.  That boy in there has squandered my wealth on 

prostitutes.  Someone take the best robe off him and put it on this son.  Somebody 

get the ring and put it on this son, the sandals.  Get the best stallion for my elder 

son.  I want to parade him around the village.  This is my son, faithful and obedient.  

I am sorry my son that I have not seen you before”. 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-28.htm
https://biblehub.com/luke/15-29.htm
https://biblehub.com/luke/15-30.htm
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The pride of this older brother, the ego, the self-centeredness, the self-

righteousness, the hypocrisy.  So you know, being an older brother actually is more 

devastating and dangerous than being a younger brother.  Because the younger 

brother, he understands, yes I have sinned.  The older brother has no idea, he 

thinks he is doing what is right.  That’s the problem with self-righteousness.  So we 

talked about the younger brother but guess what, in the church there are older 

brothers too, people who are self-righteous, hypocrites.  I suffer from this Older 

Brother Idolatry.   

 

How do I know if I suffer from Older Brother Idolatry?  Let me ask you, how did you 

feel when I was talking about the younger brother’s sins.  How do you feel when 

we talk about divorce, homosexuality, alcoholism, greed and money?  What were 

you thinking in your heart?  Were you condemning all those in your heart, because 

if it was, maybe you and I suffer from Older Brother Idolatry.   

 

Older brothers are truly hypocrites.  You may never have had a divorce, but you 

break your vows every other night.  You may never had had an abortion or paid 

for one and it rages me when I see on TV when Christian people holding up signs 

outside abortion clinics, “let them live, prolife” and yet nobody so much lifts a finger 

to help those who are going in.  They shame the young woman that go in but they 

don’t help them at all.  You look down on homosexuality, but I bet if a young 

unmarried couple walks through that door and you know they are sleeping 

together, you wouldn’t raise your eyebrow.  You would celebrate, oh look what a 

cute Christian couple.   

 

So you see how dangerous is this older brother idolatry, it is hypocritical.  Older 

brothers have a masters and a Ph.D. in compartmentalizing sin.  These sins are 

shameful, these sins that I am guilty off are acceptable, but these sins are all 

shameful.  We compartmentalize sin.  Older brother idolatry is really no different 

than the younger brother idolatry.  Both brothers only cared for themselves, both 

brothers only cared for the father’s things, not the father.  So older brothers in 

church look like, they attend every week.  They are part of a small group.  They 

attend prayer meetings, bible studies.  They may be even serving in ministry, but 

they wag their finger and they judge instead of reaching out a hand to help.   

 

We have to treat the sinners the same way as Jesus did.  Jesus treated people 

who were guilty of committing shameful sins with compassion.  He ate with them.  

We should talk to them, listen to them, support them, stop waging our finger and 

lend out a hand because that is exactly what Jesus did for you.   
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31 "'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is 
yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was 
dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.'" 
 

This father instead of slapping the boy across the face for his insult and saying 

that I should apologize to him, he says my child, my beloved child, everything I have 

is yours, but we have to celebrate.  Elder brother should be the one reaching out 

to them, your brother who was dead is now alive and we have to celebrate and 

this story has a beautiful ending. 

 

There is no verse 33, Jesus has left us on a cliffhanger what’s the question that 

we are all asking, after all this time what did the older brother do?  Did he fall down 

on his knees and kiss the father’s feet and said, “father I am so sorry for my self-

righteousness, please bring me inside, I am so sorry.  Let me see my brother.  I 

want to embrace him.  I want to kiss him”.  He never said that.  The reason there is 

no verse 33 is because it is a rhetorical story.  What Jesus is asking the pharisees 

is, this is why I eat with sinners, so what you are going to do about it.  How would 

you respond?  Jesus is not only asking the pharisees, he was asking the broader 

audience of his listeners and the broader audience of all of us who would be 

reading this story today.   

 

What are you going to do with me?  That is what Jesus is asking.   

 

I want to speak to two different sets of people.  First set are those who are in the 

body of Christ.  Those of us who are faithfully walking with our God.  We need to 

repent for wagging the finger, for judging.  The world has plenty of negative things 

to say about Christ and Christians and often times what they say is true.  We need 

to repent. 

 

The second group of people are those of you who are not in the body of Christ.  

Those of you who have not put your faith in Jesus, you do not know the father.  

Some of you may be in the church but you are older brothers, you are serving, you 

are attending, you have got small groups, but you are doing so for yourself.  You 

are doing so for the praise of man, you are doing so, so that God will bless you and 

when things don’t go your way, you wave your fist at God.  Thinking that we are 

wiser and holier than God.  We need to repent of that older brother syndrome. 

 

Younger brothers, you probably have 101 excuses of why you can’t come to God.  

You’ve been told all your life that there are some sins that are shameful, some sins 

that are acceptable.  By the way, this is not in the Bible.  All sins are shameful, all 

sins are unacceptable.  Every one of us who have walked through that door has 

been to the pigsty and we came to Christ with pig slop on our mouth and pig mud 

https://biblehub.com/luke/15-31.htm
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on our backs.  I want to let you know that, some of you may be struggling with 

breaking of vows.  God is saying, my son and daughter I love you and I want to 

forgive you, I want to love you, Jesus paid the price.  There is a road waiting for 

you, sandals waiting for you, a ring waiting for you and a fattened calf.  We are 

ready to celebrate your repentance. 

 

2000 years ago, Jesus came down.  He lived the perfect life that you could not 

and after 30 years he was whipped and put on a cross and they drove three nails 

through his hands and his feet and I put on him the sin that you were unable to 

bear.  I put on his back your son, past, present and future, acceptable, 

unacceptable, it is all there and then I crushed him.  Almighty God crushed Jesus 

on the cross for you and me.  God made him who knew no sin to become sin for us 

so that we might become the righteousness of God.  That is the gospel.  That’s the 

good news.  There is not a sad ending here.  Your sin, your shame has been paid 

for.  Jesus took it, that’s the gospel. 


