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Today wraps up the final week of our deep dive into the Parable of the Prodigal Son. 
The first three verses of Luke 15 give the context for the telling of this parable saying: 
“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners 
and eats with them.’” In response Jesus tells them this story.  
 
This is a complex story with layer upon layer of implications and meaning. Over the past 
weeks we’ve considered the audacity, self-centeredness and greed of the younger son 
in asking for his inheritance, basically telling his father: I wish you were dead. We’ve 
wrestled with his scheming to return to his father for a lifeline, after squandering 
everything: his inheritance, his reputation, and his human dignity.   
 
We’ve reflected on the amazing grace of the father who sacrifices his own reputation 
and dignity before the eyes of the neighbors. Last week Don described how the father, 
upon seeing his ne’er-do-well son appear on the horizon, bolts out of the house with his 
robe hiked up and his Fruit of the Looms on full display, to embrace his lost son. He 
does not chew him out as we might expect, but instead welcomes him back into the 
family with the finest robe, a ring on his finger and an epic neighborhood feast.  
 
We pick up the parable today with the older brother coming back into the story.  He’s 
the “Presbyterian” brother.  We recognize him.  We may even identify with him.  You 
know . . . he’s the responsible and respectable brother, who does everything decently 
and in order.  
 
He hasn’t wished his father dead. He hasn’t blown his inheritance on prostitutes and 
wild living. He’s the dutiful son, towing the line, keeping out of trouble, working for dad 
year after year. He returns home after a hard day laboring in the fields, to find a party in 
full swing for the degenerate who’s come home! And boy oh boy is he ticked off!  
 
He thinks to himself . . . How is this right?! How is this fair?! Where is the justice?! If 
anyone deserves to be honored with a party it should be me, not this lowlife brother! His 
anger and refusal to enter the house is understandable.  
 
I suspect a lot of us may some have sympathy for the older brother. I know I do. Being 
the eldest child in my family, I did my share of sulking and feeling sorry for myself 
whenever my younger sisters got off easier than me. I felt like I was held accountable 
differently than they were, because I was older and was supposed to know better. Wow, 
I’d be rich if I had a dime for every time I complained to my parents: “It’s not fair!”  



Though the older brother has reason to feel angry, his refusal to come in, to join the 
party, disrespects and shames his father in front of the neighbors all over again. By 
shaming his father like this, it turns out the older son has a lot more in common with his 
younger brother than he thinks.  
 
Because the father deeply loves both sons, he casts aside the norms of etiquette. He 
leaves the party and his guests to go out to his defiant son. “The father absorbs the 
shame the elder son heaps on him, just as he did for the younger one. He doesn’t scold 
his son for his disrespect. Instead he pleads with him, which is a major humiliation for a 
father in the patriarchal culture of early Judaism.”1   
 
And that’s when the older son lets him have it. He unleashes his anger on his father like 
a fire hose. “He says enough in two sentences to keep a therapist busy for years.”2  
 
 “Listen!” he protests. “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. But, when this son of yours (Notice he doesn’t 
call him his brother.) came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you 
killed the fatted calf for him!”   
 
 “God help the elder son”, writes Barbara Brown Taylor. “God help him, and God help all 
of us who understand his rage, who have felt so excluded and whose hurt has run so 
deep that we have cut ourselves off from the very ones whose love and acceptance we 
so desperately need.”3  
 
The younger and elder brothers’ stories are not the same. The sin of the wayward 
younger brother is obvious. The older brother’s sin is more nuanced. The stumbling 
block for the older brother is his virtue, which he sees as his currency to earn his 
father’s love.  
 
He’s irate when the father doesn’t dole out his love according to what he, the older son, 
thinks each brother deserves. Jesus tells us that both sons receive the love of their 
father, not because of what they deserve but because of who their father is and what 
he’s willing to do to bring them home.  
 
I began by saying that Jesus tells this parable about a lost son. What I should have said 
is that Jesus tells this parable about two lost sons. One is lost in the far country of his 
waywardness, while the other is lost in the far country of his self-righteous and shriveled 
heart.  
 
Though we refer to this as the parable of the Prodigal Son, we might be more accurate 
in calling it the parable of the Prodigal Father. “Jesus doesn’t begin this story by saying, 
‘There once was a brother who had a father and an elder brother.’ Rather it begins, 
‘There was a man who had two sons’, letting us know the story is really about a father 
who deeply loved his two children and wanted them to love each other too.”4  
 



“Jesus makes clear in this parable how God is always there for us, ready to give and 
forgive, independent of our response.”5 This is not a story that separates the two 
brothers into the good one and the evil one. Only the father is good in this story.  He 
loves both sons and goes to extraordinary lengths to meet them where they are in order 
to bring them both home.  
 
His love for one son doesn’t lessen his love for the other. They are family and there is 
more than enough love for all. The loving father says to the older son, “We had to 
celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours” - not my son, but your brother, 
“was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.” The father invites the 
older brother back into relationship with him, as well as with his wayward brother. It’s an 
invitation to the older brother to recognize that he too was lost and is now found. 
 
Jesus does not finish the story. He leaves it up to the Pharisees and scribes to do so. 
And so he leaves it up to us. Will we stand outside the wide circle of God’s love with our 
virtue and resentment of a brother or sister, or will we come home to the party and 
share in God’s joy? The table is ready. There are places set for two prodigals. The 
choice is ours.  
 
In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  
Amen. 
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