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Titles 

The parable we just read from Luke 15 is known by various names.  Among the 
least helpful, in my view, is “The Prodigal Son.”  Few know what “prodigal” means, or 
why it applies to this parable. “The Lost Son” (NIV) is a little better, but this is a parable 
designed to contrast two sons. “The Lost Son and his Older Brother” would be an 
improvement.  Even better: “Two Sons and Their Father.” 

I titled the sermon, “The Foolishness of God.”  I borrowed the phrase from the 
Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:25, “For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s 
wisdom.”  The decision to go in this direction was shaped by a commentary on Luke that 
pointed me to a 20th century book and a 17th century painting.   

Years ago I preached a sermon on this parable for which I still remember the 
outline. I said there are three kinds of sinners: sinners who leave home, sinners who 
come home, and sinners who stay home.  I was trying to emphasize that good church 
people, lifelong, committed, conformist, never stray from the path Christians, are just as 
much sinners as the rebellious – whether or not they come home.  That message is true, 
and it’s all over the Bible.  But I don’t think it’s the point of this particular parable.   

If I’m asking myself whether I am the younger brother or the older brother, or 
where I am in my stage of faith and obedience, I’ve missed the primary point.   

The setup 

There are three parables in Luke 15.  In my Bible, they’re titled “The Lost Sheep,” 
“The Lost Coin,” and “The Lost Son.”  That’s a nice parallel, but I think more important 
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than the parables themselves in understanding what they’re all about is the context.  So 
far in Luke’s Gospel, we have encountered many different categories of people, a range 
of responses to Jesus.  The disciples were those who followed him most closely, and 
twelve of them were designated “apostles.”  That was the inner circle.  On the other end 
of the spectrum, we have met antagonists, who have already decided that Jesus must 
be marginalized or even eliminated.  They have tried confronting him, arguing with him, 
demeaning him, even plotting murder.  In between these extremes are both women and 
men who are disciples or just the curious or needy. 

As chapter 15 opens, Luke re-introduces some of these people.   

 1 Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathering around to hear 
Jesus. 2 But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man 
welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

It’s easy to overlook these verses.  Let me remind you who these people are.  
The tax collectors are what we call “crooked politicians.”  I don’t mean all politicians, by 
any means.  I have known some wonderful public servants.  Nor do I mean the 
politicians you just don’t like.  I mean the ones who are exposed, over time, to be those 
who know the system, use the system, and personally profit from the system, who don’t 
care who they hurt – the powerful or the poor – as long as they can pad their wallet. 

The sinners are “rule breakers.”  It doesn’t matter what rules – God’s rules or 
human rules, moral laws or ritual laws.  They’re a category of people who openly flaunt 
their disregard for boundaries others wish to place on them.  They may be what we 
would call drunks or criminals or prostitutes or unbelievers.  They are the kind of people 
we put labels on and create distance from.  Luke tells us the crooked politicians and rule 
breakers are the ones closest to Jesus.  The apostles? The disciples?  The sick? The 
demon-possessed?  Luke doesn’t want you thinking of them right now.  They are 
probably there, but they’re unimportant to Luke 15. 

The Pharisees are the “holiness police.”  We don’t really have a parallel for them 
in our society, not directly.  We consider law enforcement to be our friends, or at least 
we should.  A couple of years ago there was a movement to “defund the police,” but it 
didn’t last, even on the political left.  Nobody really wants a society where anarchy 
reigns.  But these are “purity police.”  These are people who believe it is their role to 
understand what it looks like to be religiously and morally pure.  They want to live that 
way, which is noble, even enviable, but they also consider it their role to track down, 
confront, and correct anyone who doesn’t live according to their purity ideals. 

Finally, the teachers of the law are “Bible scholars.”  Their normal vocation and 
pastime is hand copying the Scripture, so they know it best, better than the purity 
police.  As legal scholars, they can answer questions about what the Torah actually says.  
They are the Google or Wikipedia of the day when it comes to Scripture. 
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This is Luke’s setup for the three parables.  The purity police and Bible scholars 
are “muttering” – visibly and vocally displeased that this popular, charismatic teacher 
and healer has closest to him on this occasion the crooked politicians and rule breakers. 

Three Stories 

And Jesus says, “Let me tell you a story,” which ends up being three stories.  All 
three are fairly well known.  The first two stories are quite parallel.  There’s a Loss, a 
Search, and a Party.  One of 100 sheep lost, one of ten coins lost.  A careful search until 
the lost one is found.  And then a party, which Jesus in both cases says represents the 
joy in heaven when one sinner repents. 

The third story is different, more different than it seems on first read.  In the 
third story instead of a loss there’s a Betrayal, instead of a search there’s a Wait, and in 
addition to a party, a Conflict.  It’s another one of those “I didn’t see that coming” cases 
in Jesus’ story-telling.   

The surprise elements of this story are so many and so extreme that one 
wonders if Jesus intended it to be humorous.  He couldn’t have.  It’s not funny, but it is 
ridiculous.  And Jesus’ readers would have thought the father in the story to be the most 
ridiculous, the least understandable, of the three characters in the parable. 

Start with this: I’m being literal when I say that I cannot imagine there has ever 
been any father in any culture or time period who would, when his younger son insults 
him to his face demanding immediately his share of the estate, agree to it.  Not then, 
not now, not there, not here.  You don’t even need the rest of the story to know what 
will happen.  It’s a dupe’s demand and only a fool for a father will give it to him. 

This same father bides his time waiting, longing, hoping. That I can understand 
more.  He’s brokenhearted.  Fatherhood has softened a bit across the generations. But I 
think Jesus’ original hearers, especially the purity police and the Bible scholars, would 
have thought it absurd that his gaze would have been so trained on the entrance to his 
estate, as if he had nothing else to do, that he would have seen the broken form of his 
son a long way off, that he would have had even a particle of compassion left after God 
knows how long that boy had been gone, that he would have run to him, thrown his 
arms around the boy, kissed him, interrupted his repentance speech, and ordered a 
robe and a ring and shoes and a party. 

A party!  With all the servants included!  Well, of course, they had to come.  They 
were employees, if not slaves.  Nobody else would come.  None of the neighbors or 
friends.  Even more so after word got around of his prodigal behavior.  The word means 
“extravagant, excessive, irresponsible.”  To add to it all, he had gone so low as to slop 
swine.  He was both morally and ritually impure.  Now he gets a welcome home party? 
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The other son, the older one, acts more in keeping with custom and with 
sensibility.  He won’t even call him “my brother.” He either has additional information 
or he embellishes the story by saying, “This son of yours who has squandered your 
property with prostitutes….”   So there’s bitterness and distance and contempt.  What’s 
more, there’s disdain for his father.  “All these years I’ve been slaving for you.”  He’s 
been slaving for his own future inheritance.  He knows that. 

And this fool for a father doesn’t address this disrespect either.  How low can he 
go?  The older brother’s response is part fiction but definitely insulting. 

We don’t get closure in this story.  We don’t know how it ends – whether the 
younger son stays home, turns his life around, and stays sober and steady.  We don’t 
know how the older brother responds when the same father who welcomed his 
younger son home says to the older one, “You are always with me.” 

There’s your key to the whole story.  There’s the heart of the father.  That’s what 
a fatherly heart craves.  He wants his errant son with him – no matter where he’s been 
or what he’s done.  And he wants his older son to know that his greatest treasure was 
not the things he had – present or future.  It was being with his father. 

The Apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians that the cross represents the foolishness 
of God.  To the Jews the cross is a stumbling block and to Greeks it is the opposite of 
wisdom.  But to those who are with God, the cross is his fatherly heart.  What kind of 
God sends his Son into a world that will reject him and crucify him?  The kind of God 
who is a father to sinners who leave home, a father to sinners who come home, and a 
father to sinners who stay home.  The kind of God who will allow his own heart to be 
broken again and again so that we might be with him.  

While preparing for this sermon, I read Michael Card’s commentary that pointed 
out for me that the father is the fool in this parable, that his foolishness symbolizes the 
ridiculous extravagance, patience, and grace of God.   

Responding to the father  

I needed help from two sources for this parable to become fresh and powerful 
for me.  If it’s about the father, how are we to respond to it?  The first source Was Rick 
Salomon, who reminded me of a 1999 song by Phillips, Craig, and Dean.   

Almighty God the great I am 
Immovable rock omnipotent powerful 
Awesome Lord 
Victorious warrior commanding king of kings 
Mighty conqueror and the only time 
The only time I ever saw him run 
Was when 
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He ran to me 
He took me in his arms 
Held my head to his chest 
Said my son's come home again 
Lifted my face 
Wiped the tears from my eyes 
With forgiveness in his voice he said 
Son do you know I still love you 

The first response to this parable is to know the Father.  The heart of the Father 
is that his children would be with him. And notice that he wants this not only for the 
younger brother but for the older one.  Jesus’ pattern was to be with tax collectors and 
sinners but also with Pharisees and scribes.  He didn’t want to be with one group and 
not the other.  He also wanted to be with disciples, apostles, the sick and wounded, the 
demon-possessed.  The first purpose of Jesus’ incarnation was to be with us.  This is the 
heart of the Father.  He wants each of us to know that we, one by one, are on his heart. 

The second response is to become the Father.  
This response for me started this week with a 
commentary by Richard Vinson who pointed me to the 
16th century Dutch artist Rembrandt’s painting of The 
Return of the Prodigal Son, which hangs in a gallery in 
St. Petersburg, Russia, and to a little book by Henri 
Nouwen.  When I mentioned it to Pastor Kevin, he said 
it’s one of his favorites.  I’ve been listening to the audio 
book and reading the Kindle version since then. 

If you want to go deeper into this parable, I 
recommend Nouwen’s meditation.  He tells his own 
story, but he also tells Rembrandt’s story, a story of 
success and failure, of wealth and bankruptcy, of plague 
and death – three daughters, two sons, and the two women he loved, of rejection and 
return.  Rembrandt lived the life of the younger son and the older son.  Nouwen’s 
description of Rembrandt’s depiction is powerful.  But I don’t really want you thinking 
about Nouwen or Rembrandt as you leave.  Nor do I want you thinking about the elder 
son or the younger son.  

I can’t improve on what Nouwen himself writes: 

Although Rembrandt does not place the father in the physical center of his 
painting, it is clear that the father is the center of the event the painting 
portrays. From him comes all the light, to him goes all the attention. Rembrandt, 
faithful to the parable, intended that our primary attention go to the father 
before anyone else.  
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Why pay so much attention to the sons when it is the father who is in the center 
and when it is the father with whom I am to identify? Why talk so much about 
being like the sons when the real question is: Are you interested in being like the 
father? It feels somehow good to be able to say: “These sons are like me.” It 
gives a sense of being understood.  

But how does it feel to say: “The father is like me”? Perhaps the most radical 
statement Jesus ever made is: “Be compassionate as your Father is 
compassionate.” God’s compassion is described by Jesus not simply to show me 
how willing God is to feel for me, or to forgive me my sins and offer me new life 
and happiness, but to invite me to become like God and to show the same 
compassion to others as he is showing to me.  

If the only meaning of the story were that people sin but God forgives, I could 
easily begin to think of my sins as a fine occasion for God to show me his 
forgiveness. There would be no real challenge in such an interpretation. I would 
resign myself to my weaknesses and keep hoping that eventually God would 
close his eyes to them and let me come home, whatever I did. Such sentimental 
romanticism is not the message of the Gospels. 

Amen. 

 


