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“Five Top Parables: The Prodigal Son” 
Luke 15:11-32 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

There’s something about this story of the Prodigal Son. 

It doesn’t just capture our imaginations—it mesmerizes us and takes us 

prisoner, body, mind and soul. 

I think we feel that way because this parable, perhaps the most beloved of all 

the parables Jesus told, tells us something about God’s love that we still find 

hard to believe: God’s love never gives up on us. 

No matter how low we get, no matter lost we become, no matter how far we 

run from God when we stop and turn around, we find God running toward 

us. 

Because God’s love never gives up on us. 

It speaks to something deep within us—a desire, an aching need to be loved 

and forgiven. 

This is certainly the primary lesson we can take from the story of the 

Prodigal Son.  

When we think about the story of the Prodigal, we usually identify with the 

younger son who returns home seeking his father’s forgiveness.  That’s 

because like the Prodigal Son, we eventually come to recognize our “bent 

toward sinning,”1 as Charles Wesley famously put it, and we are overcome 

by the reception we receive when God receives us joyously. 

“We once were lost, but now we’re found,” to paraphrase another hymn. 

Let the party begin! 

                                                
1 Charles Wesley, “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling,” United Methodist Hymnal, (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1989), 384. 
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Sometimes we’ll hear this story from the perspective of the elder son.  

Remember him?  He’s the good son, the one that didn’t run away; the one 

who stayed home and continued to work for his father.   

But he’s also the one who was outraged by the party his father threw for the 

wayward younger son. 

When we hear the story from his perspective, we’re supposed to take it as a 

warning NOT to be like the elder son.  He stayed home and remained 

faithful to his father, but resented all the fuss made over his younger brother. 

As people of God, we too should remain faithful to God. 

But we shouldn’t resent it when the prodigal returns; instead, we’re invited 

to join the party whenever a lost soul is found by God. 

There is yet another point of view from which to hear this parable and that’s 

the perspective of the father. 

Once again, I am drawing much of today’s lesson from the book Parables 

From the Backside, by J. Ellsworth Kallas.   

Kallas draws a picture of the father in the story—who we understand to be 

God—as a loving, generous man.   

Maybe too generous, actually.   

We might even call him an indulgent father because he gave his sons 

everything they asked for.  Even when it hurt. 

I say that because when the younger son asked his father for his inheritance, 

that had to hurt.  It was as if the son was saying to his father, “I wish you 

were dead.”2 

Sometimes, love hurts…and this clearly was one of those times. 

                                                
2 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone, (London: Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge, 2001), 
187. 
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But the father gave the inheritance to his son anyway.  We might say, as 

Kallas does in his book, that he “erred on the side of kindness.”3 

Well, we know what happened next: 

- The younger son ran off to the big city where he made lots of friends 
with his newfound wealth. 

- When he’d run through his money, his friends left him and he found 
himself alone, hungry and with no other option than to take a job 
feeding pigs—which is about as low as a good Jewish boy could get. 

- When he realized what a mess he’d made of his life, he decided to 
return to his father’s house where he would beg to be treated as one of 
his father’s servants. 

- As the younger son approached, his father saw him from afar; he ran 
to his son, cut him off in mid-apology, and escorted him back home 
where he was treated to a banquet. 

- But the older son, the one who stayed at home, resented he way his 
younger brother was treated.  

One loving father. 

Two sons.  Both very different from their father. 

- The younger son was selfish in his youth and learned a hard life 
lesson when he left home. 

- The older son was self-centered and couldn’t join the celebration 
when his brother returned home. 

Where did they learn this kind of behavior? 

There’s a proverb that speaks to how children grow up that goes like 
this: “Let them live with anger and they grow up to be angry people, 
but let them live with love and they will grow up to be loving 
people.”4 

                                                
3 J. Ellsworth Kallas, Parables From the Backside, Bible Stories With a Twist, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1992), 53. 
4 Ibid., 55. 
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There’s a good chance that life will work out this way more often than not.  

That we will reap what we sow; and that if we learn to live angry (or 

selfishly) from our parents, our children will learn the same from us. 

I was just watching a classic movie, “Twelve Angry Men.”  It’s a 
drama centered on the deliberations of a jury of 12 men who have to 
decide on the guilt or innocence of an 18 year-old young man accused 
of killing his father.  The penalty for the crime is death.  The story 
starts out with 11 votes for a guilty verdict and one not guilty.  
Through the discussions, the one who voted not guilty tries to 
persuade the other jurors that there is reasonable doubt.  Now, each of 
the men in the jury room has cause to be angry but one of them clearly 
is angry at the world.  He’s angry that the other jurors don’t see the 
guilt of the “worthless” young man—worthless because he lives in a 
slum, and we all know what that means.  He’s even angrier when they 
change their votes to not guilty.  We learn a little about this man’s 
family life when he tells a story about his son, about how he saw his 
son run away from a fight when he was nine; how he promised then to 
make a man out of him.  When his son was 16, he slugged the father.  
He’d made a man out of him.  And he hadn’t talked to his father for 
two years. 

“Let them live with anger and they grow up to be angry people, but let them 

live with love and they will grow up to be loving people.” 

The father in the story of the Prodigal Son loved his boys.  And when we see 

how they behaved—selfishly and without concern for others—it makes us 

wonder: why didn’t love win? 

I mean, that’s one of the things we’re taught as we grow up—love will win 

in the end. 

The answer, at least in part, is that love is risky business.  It’s risky because 

it depends on the response of the other person.5 

                                                
5 Ibid., 56. 
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And when love is directed toward imperfect, unpredictable human beings, 

the results may not be the happy ending that we desire. 

But this is how God has chosen to relate to us.  Not through force or 

compulsion; but through the risky business of love. 

We understand God is the father in this parable.  Doesn’t it make you 

wonder how God must feel sometimes when his sons and daughters respond 

to love the way they do? 

We get a glimpse of God’s feelings from the scriptures: 

- The prophet Jeremiah, speaking on God’s behalf, said: “What wrong 
did your fathers find in me that they went far from me, and went after 
worthlessness, and became worthless?” (Jeremiah 2:5)  In other 
words, why didn’t they follow God’s example? 

- In Hosea we read these words: “I took them [Israel] up in my arms; 
but they did not know that I healed them.  I led them with cords of 
compassion, with the bands of love” (Hosea 11:3b, 4a).  Israel refused 
to see it was God who had healed them and carried them through their 
troubles. 

- Likewise Jesus, as he neared Jerusalem at the end of his ministry and 
his life, said: “I would have gathered you the way a chicken gathers 
her little ones under her wings, and you would not” (Matthew 23:37). 

After all these centuries, we still don’t get it. 

We are slow to understand God’s love. 

You would think by now, after all the rejection by human beings, that God 

would have grown tired of loving us; that he would give up on this Creation. 

But that is not the way of God. 

The way of God is love. 

And if God believes in love, then we should believe in it too. 

In many ways, the entire Bible is one long love story—the story of God’s 

love for all Creation.  It’s a story of God’s deep, deep passion for human 



 6 

beings; of God’s pursuit of us across the centuries; of humanity’s rejection 

of God’s love; and, of the ultimate act of sacrificial love—the crucifixion of 

Jesus. 

One of the greatest passages in Bible concerning the virtues of love was 

written by the Apostle Paul to the church in Corinth.  It says, in part:  

Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or 
arrogant or rude.  It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.  
It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things.  Love never ends… (1 Corinthians 13:4-8a).   

God’s love is patient. 

God does not force us to love him. 

God’s love bears all things, including the times we reject God. 

More than anything, God’s love hopes all things. 

That’s what the Resurrection is all about—hope. 

The Resurrection of Jesus gives us hope that God’s love is real. 

And that includes the hope that by pouring God’s love into our brokenness, 

we will turn and be healed, and we will become agents of hope and healing 

in return. 

“Let them live with love and they will grow up to be loving people.” 

The parable of the Prodigal son shows love may not win all the time. 

But God’s love never ends. 

That is as good an ending for a parable, or a sermon, that we are likely to 

hear. 

In the name of Jesus. 

Amen. 


