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Scripture 

 

Luke 15:11-32 

11 Then Jesus[a] said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The 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. 13 A 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. 14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout 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 to his fields to feed the 

pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with[b] the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him 

anything. 17 But 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! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have 

sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your 

hired hands.”’ 20 So 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. 21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have 

sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’[c] 22 But 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. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for 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. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and 

your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.’ 28 Then he became angry and 

refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29 But 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. 30 But when this son of yours came back, who 

has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ 31 Then the father[d] said to him, 

‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 But 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.’” 

 

 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+15%3A11-32&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25592a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+15%3A11-32&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25597b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+15%3A11-32&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25602c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+15%3A11-32&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25612d
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Introduction [title slide] 

For a lot of preachers, the goal for a Sunday morning sermon is to find a fresh take on scripture. 

Where is that undiscovered kernel of holy truth I can unearth and loose with the Spirit’s 

blessing? Where is that character who’s been overlooked but whose story provides a magnificent 

example of God’s love?  

The parable of the Prodigal Son is one of the most beloved stories in the Bible. Any preacher 

given this text is wise to kill their delusions of homiletic grandeur, because there’s little that can 

be said here that’s genuinely new. The enduring power of the story comes from the fact that it’s 

just a really great story. And like all good stories, The Prodigal Son gives you multiple 

characters with whom to personally identify. The characters in this story—the young son, the 

father, and the older son—are each and every one of us at different points in our lives. So today, 

instead of trying to say something new, I’m going to do a “deep dive” into the story itself. Scene 

by scene, I’ll peel open the points-of-entry. My prayer is that you’ll find your place, your truth, 

your message for today, from whatever point God’s Spirit is inviting you. 

There is one constant character in this parable. It’s the character of Grace. God’s grace, it turns 

out, has many faces.  

Grace Gives 

Our story begins with a man’s son, the youngest of two, demanding his inheritance early. He 

then takes the money, cuts himself off from family, neighbors, friends, and homeland, and moves 

to a far-off land where he throws himself into a life of pleasure and waste. New Testament 

scholar Amy-Jill Levine points out that, in Jewish antiquity, it actually wasn’t unheard of for 

children to ask for their inheritance early.1 And there’s nothing in the Torah that would prohibit 

it. But was the boy’s demand an inconvenient and heartbreaking thing for his father (and, we 

presume, mother) to deal with? Almost certainly. Were they doubtful he’d use the resources 

wisely? Almost certainly. Did they give anyway? Yes, they did. 

And so, in the parable, Grace shows up first as Giver. The boy is granted his inheritance with the 

low likelihood that he’ll use it wisely. We too are given freedom to make our own choices, and 

to do whatever we want with the resources and options God has granted us. This is true even if 

the chances are very high that we will mess it all up. 

I vividly remember the spiritual awakening (in my early twenties) that caused me to question 

much of the conservative evangelical teaching with which I’d been raised. Among many other 

things, I suddenly realized it wasn’t an inherent sin to drink alcohol. God had given me the 

freedom to drink and enjoy myself! And so, I did. I really, really did. Over the course of about a 

decade, I “freely” drank myself into a prison of addiction. Grace lays all roads before us. We 

freely choose our path. 

Maybe you’re in a place where you’re wanting to flee from what’s familiar and stable and 

restrained, and go in search of something that makes you feel really alive, or really numb, or 

both. Maybe you just don’t want to care anymore. Everyone is so darn responsible. Maybe 

you’re tired of being responsible. What would it be like to take the gifts you’ve been given 

                                                      
1 Amy-Jill Levine, “A Parable and its Baggage: What the Prodigal Son Story Doesn’t Mean,” Christian Century 

(2014): 20-23. 
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(money, youth, beauty, time) and actually just use them, without obsessing about the future so 

much? How about just living for this moment, how about just feeling this moment, how about 

worrying about the consequences later? Without some glorious risk and extravagance, is life 

really worth even living? 

These questions may seem amoral, even dangerous, but they’re worth facing into. We are truly 

free to choose recklessness, consumption, numbing, wastefulness, and egoism. No matter how 

far from home we get, God’s love will not change. If we never really “get” that we’re free to be 

as selfish and destructive as we wish, then we never really understand how radical and incredible 

is the way of love and life to which Jesus calls us.  

If and when we do choose the reckless path (and most of us do, at one time or another) the next 

face of Grace usually shows up not too long after. 

Grace Hurts 

“Hitting bottom.” It’s a common phrase in the culture of addiction and recovery. I grew up 

hearing it because my stepfather struggled with alcoholism his whole life. When he was “on the 

wagon,” and attending AA meetings, we’d often hear him at the dinner table talking about how 

the addict (he meant himself) is always free to choose their “bottom.” At the point when you 

decide to quit, have you just lost a little bit of sleep and sanity? Or have you lost your job, 

family, house, health, and friends? Recovering addicts often speak about their “bottom” with 

reverence, because they know the agony of it was the saving Grace that brought them home 

again.  

In Jesus’ parable, the younger son chooses an extremely bottomed-out “bottom.” He’s got no 

money, no people. He’s literally starving and spending his days in a pig pen. We don’t know 

what’s in his heart when he decides to head back home. Maybe he’s finally recognized his 

foolishness and has had a massive change of heart. Or maybe, as some scholars argue, he hasn’t 

really changed at all. He’s just got a hunger problem, and he’s heading back home for food, rest, 

and another chunk of money before he re-enters the wild life.2 As one scholar puts it, “I’ll go to 

Daddy and sound religious.”3 Whatever his true motives, it’s Grace that comes to him in the 

discomfort and degradation. And it’s Grace that leads him home. 

Maybe Grace is meeting you today in the proverbial pig pen. Maybe you’ve done all that, and it 

was fun for a while, and wow, you’ve got some stories to tell. But in the end, all the excess 

wasn’t what you’d hoped. In fact, the pleasure and freedom you first experienced turned to 

sorrow and bondage. You’ve got nothing left now, and you’re mad at yourself, and feeling kind 

of desperate. You just want to get back to your old life, which was undeniably more boring, but 

at least your basic needs (physical and emotional) were being met and you didn’t feel terrible all 

the time. You did a lot, you wasted a lot, and now you just want to go home. (If that’s you, talk 

to me after the service, because I do understand, and would love to pray with you.) 

Grace Waits 

My favorite phrase in this parable is the one that says, “but while he was still far off.” While the 

boy is just a barely-moving dot on a far horizon, the father spots his wayward son coming home, 

                                                      
2 Levine, 21. 
3 Ibid. 
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and begins to run toward him. “While he was still far off” suggests that the father was keeping 

his eye on the horizon; actively waiting for an impossible reconciliation. I imagine everyone else 

had given up, gotten on with things, maybe half-forgotten the young, foolish kid. Not the father.  

If you’ve made decisions like the young son—selfish, foolish, wasteful, disrespectful, 

destructive—you know that most people just look away and leave you to your own devices, 

staying as far away from the train wreck as possible. But what if, within your loneliness and 

shame, you discovered that someone’s been watching out for you the whole time. Someone’s 

been believing in you the whole time. Someone’s been keeping their eyes on the horizon, in your 

direction, totally unfazed by the crapshow that is your life. Why? Because they’re certain that the 

one who started a good work in you will be faithful to complete it (Phil. 1:6). They’re certain that 

the holy power that breathes life to your bones is greater than all the desolation the world can 

bring (1 John 4:4). They’re certain that love is stronger than death (Tillich). This is what God’s 

grace does for us. It is the purest form of love. I’m talking about the hard, rare, downright 

miraculous love Jesus embodied and Paul extolled—the kind that “always protects, always trusts, 

always hopes, always perseveres, never fails” (1 Cor. 13:7). 

If you’re the one a long way from home, know that Grace is waiting there for you. And if you’re 

the one waiting, keep waiting. “Watch and pray,” as Jesus told his disciples (Mt. 26:41). You’ll 

be tempted to give up, move on, fall asleep, not care anymore. But keep your eye on that 

horizon, because Grace is, even now, is doing its work. 

Grace Lavishes 

Next comes the moment when the (perhaps only questionably repentant) young son returns to the 

arms and home of his parents. Not only is there not one “what in the heck have you done to 

yourself and to our family?!?!”, there are kisses and hugs, fine clothes and jewelry, and a feast 

for the ages. Jesus pulls out all the stops to underscore the lavish, overabundance of love, 

forgiveness, and celebration with which this undeserving kid is greeted.  

[Side note: Jesus must have loved to party. He not only told stories about excessive partying, but 

in so many scenes in the gospels (esp. Luke!!), he’s eating and drinking with people – usually 

people society has cast out. It’s all part of his message of the abundance of God’s life, love, and 

grace. When I was teaching New Testament, I used to ask my students to think of Jesus as not 

only dark-skinned but also fat, because I think it’s much more biblically accurate than the waif-

like white guy in all the paintings.] 

Maybe this lavish, joyful moment in the parable is your point-of-entry this morning. Maybe what 

you need to be reminded of is that God’s grace pours out love even in the most extraordinarily 

hurtful and difficult circumstances. Even when there’s a history of being used, dismissed, 

overlooked, misunderstood, or left for dead. Can we pay attention – with love and only love – to 

those who have taken so very much from us? Resources (emotional and financial), patience, 

respect, and dignity. Can we look their way with unrelenting hope in our hearts for a conversion 

only God’s Spirit can orchestrate, and be ready to dump a hot mess of blessing on their heads at 

the drop of a hat? This is what we’re called to, friends, even today.  

Or maybe it’s you that’s coming home. Maybe you’ve done the wastefulness and destruction 

thing, and now you’re crawling back to the stability and community thing. Lift up your eyes, 

beloved One, and let the shame fall from your face, because God’s grace is pure, joyful, 

luxurious, Welcome. And it is here for you today, right now. 
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Grace Offends 

Wait a minute. What about “I told you so?” What about “you’ve disgraced the whole family with 

your massively selfish behavior.” I mean, yeah, it’s great that the young son is home and 

everything. But isn’t it appropriate to at least acknowledge that some bad stuff has gone down? 

And after everything this kid has wasted, do we really need to be throwing an expensive party? 

Some people never leave home, never waste their parents’ resources, never cause heartaches, 

never neglect responsibilities. This whole system is messed up. What about rewarding—or, at the 

very least, acknowledging—loyalty, duty, prudence, and birthright?  

The older son is pissed. He probably should have seen it coming, because, the God of the Bible 

is always upending the birth order blessing (Isaac, Joseph, Rachel, David, Jacob). But even so, 

his irritation is understandable. In a world where the grace you’re shown is based on the merits 

you earn—which is the world we live in—his score is 99.5, and his younger brother is sitting at -

40. Unfortunately for him, in Jesus’ world of grace, just like in Drew Carey’s Whose Line Is It 

Anyway?, the points don’t matter. There really is enough for everybody.  

But let’s be honest: if you’ve been the diligent, hard-working, play-it-safe rule-follower your 

whole life (or at least for a good while now), this is a tough pill to swallow. You’re proud of your 

station in life. Things are stable and comfortable; you have respect and love, and your needs are 

met. It’s not like you’ve never been tempted to flee from responsibility and live for the moment. 

It’s just that you’ve resisted those temptations, and you’re actually pretty proud of that. But then 

along comes someone who has made horrible choices and yet ends up with the same or better 

benefits as you. And now you’re mad. Maybe a friend of yours cheated on his spouse, but instead 

of this destroying his marriage, his marriage was infused with new vibrancy as he and his spouse 

worked to heal the betrayal. You’ve been faithful to your spouse all along; where’s your zesty 

relationship rebirth? You just feel really cheated. It’s not fair. 

 

When I was in 5th grade, I was one of the good kids. I did my homework, followed the rules, 

raised my hand in class, was polite toward teachers and peers. In my class, there were five kids 

who struggled with behavioral (self-regulation) problems. Each Friday, these five kids would get 

their own private pizza party to celebrate the week’s behavioral successes, even if they were 

minimal. The rest of us “rule followers” would just get our normal lunchtime in the school 

cafeteria.  

 

At the time, I (and my “good kid” friends) thought it completely unfair. Even now I can still get 

myself worked up into a self-righteous tizzy about it. I never acted up, never caused the teachers 

any headaches; I was always good. Why was I never given a pizza party? Wasn’t I the one who 

deserved it most?  

 

What I didn’t see then is that, even in 5th grade (heck, even younger than that!), kids are set on 

different “tracks” to success. These are based largely on the emotional resources available to 

them while they’re at school. For genetic and environmental reasons, I had abundant self-

regulatory skills at my fingertips each day. 

[Side note: there really are genetic and neurochemical factors that predispose people to things 

like violent outbursts, erratic behavior, low attention, low empathy, and low adaptability. If you 

find it relatively easy to make choices others see as moral and good, consider it a biochemical 
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privilege. This isn’t to excuse bad behavior, it’s simply to acknowledge that the moral playing 

field is far from level.]  

Getting back to fifth grade: Each day, I enjoyed the fruits of my apparent goodness. I was treated 

well, I never got detention, I got good grades. I was believed in. Like the older son in Jesus’ 

story, I had everything at my fingertips all the time. And I couldn’t see beyond my own supposed 

virtue to recognize what I already had, and what my five “pizza party” classmates desperately 

needed, which was a chance to be celebrated and believed in, a break from the oppressive 

message that “you’re already a failure.” When it happened, that pizza party was just a taste of 

what I enjoyed every day.  

The older son in Jesus’ parable teaches us that if God’s grace isn’t just a little bit offensive, it 

might not be God’s grace. He teaches us that “fair” will never, ever be a descriptor of God’s 

ways with us. (Halleluiah.) He teaches us that jealousy and self-righteousness are a very 

unattractive combo; they come off making you seem really petty. And he teaches us that, when it 

comes to God’s love and favor, more for you doesn’t mean less for me, it means more for all of 

us. 

Grace Wins 

What have we learned about God’s grace from the Prodigal Son? We’ve learned that it comes to 

us in radically different forms, not all of them pleasant. We’ve learned that it’s completely 

excessive—sometimes offensively so. We’ve learned that it knows nothing of revenge and 

punishment. And we’ve learned that it wins out over all kinds of bad—self-destruction and 

shame, violence and injury, envy and self-obsession. Wherever you entered the story today, my 

prayer for you is that you’ll be given the eyes to recognize and accept God’s grace for you. In 

Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

Benediction4 

 

May the extravagant love of God,  

fill your hearts and minds. 

May the divine embrace hold you 

when you feel unworthy to be called God’s child. 

May the friendship of Jesus,  

rid you of any notion that you are nothing, or everything. 

May you find home. 

                                                      
4 Adapted from: https://voxveniae.com/2013/03/liturgy-reflection-benediction-03-10-13/ 

 

https://voxveniae.com/2013/03/liturgy-reflection-benediction-03-10-13/
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May the Spirit of Life release you from a world of duty 

so that a new joy wells up in your life. 

Go now in God’s unrelenting grace, and reconfigure the world-- 

in your friendships, 

in your work, 

in your family, 

in your streets 

and in the world all of us call home. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


