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Let’s pray… 
 
Introduction 
 
 In preparing for today’s sermon this past week I remembered that I had preached 
on this very text early on in my preaching career and thought it might be fun to go back 
and read what I had said then.  I was a baby-faced, sixteen or seventeen year old at the 
time and the pastor at my small little country church had given me the pulpit for Father’s 
Day.  I had the opportunity to pick whatever I wanted to preach on so I picked this story 
of the prodigal son and the loving father.  Most of what I said then was fluffy; in fact 
some of it was garbage (I was flaming Arminian at the time).  But there was something 
that I thought was kind of clever.  I had totally forgotten about this.  I’m not sure where I 
found it, but I think it summarizes this story of the lost son in a catchy way.  So I’m going 
to start off with it today.  It’s entitled, “Melody in ‘F’” – 

 
Feeling footloose and frisky, a feather-brained fellow forced his fond father to fork over 

the farthings, and flew far to foreign fields.  There he frittered his fortune feasting 
fabulously with faithless friends. 

 
Fleeced by his fellows in folly, and facing famine, he found himself a feed-flinger in a 

filthy farmyard.  Fairly famishing, he fain would have filled his frame with foraged food 
from fodder fragments. 

 
“Fooey,” he said, “my father’s flunkies fare far finer. 

 
The frazzled fugitive forlornly fumbled, frankly facing facts.  Frustrated by failure, and 

filled with foreboding, he fled forthwith to his family. 
 

Falling at his father’s feet, he forlornly fumbled, “Father, I’ve flunked, and fruitlessly 
forfeited family fellowship favor.” 

 
The far-sighted father, forestalling further flinching, frantically flagged the flunkies to 

fetch a fatling from the flock and fix a feast. 
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The fugitive’s fault-finding brother frowned on fickle forgiveness of former folderol.  But 
the faithful father figured, “Filial fidelity is fine, but the fugitive is found! What forbids 

fervent festivity?  Let flags be unfurled!  Let fanfares flare!” 
 

Father’s forgiveness formed the foundation for the former fugitive’s future fortitude!1 
 

I thought that was a fun way to re-tell this story that has become so familiar to 
folks today.  But seriously, this third story that Jesus tells in response to the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law in v. 2 who were upset at Jesus’ association with tax collectors and 
‘sinners’ is a wonderful story that should never become too familiar to us.  Jesus brought 
the message of the kingdom’s arrival to those who were lost and the religious people of 
the day objected.  So it’s important to notice that today’s text is a continuation of last 
week’s message.  All three parables (lost sheep, lost coin, lost son) have the same basic 
structure – something is lost and when it gets found there is great rejoicing.  All three 
parables have the same basic application – when lost people repent and come to faith in 
Jesus, God’s heart is filled with joy; God loves to show mercy. 

So all of chapter 15 is saying basically the same thing.  This third parable is 
different only in the fact that it gives us much more detail – there’s a far clearer depiction 
of the lostness of sinners, of the nature of repentance and faith, of the Father’s joy at 
receiving lost sinners, and there’s also the added feature of the elder son.  With the 
character of the older brother what Jesus is doing is putting his hearers into the story, that 
is the older brother is supposed to represent the Pharisees and teachers of the law that 
Jesus is interacting with.  It’s because of the greater depth of detail that I’ve chosen to 
handle this third parable in a separate week. 

Last week we saw that God rejoices over the salvation of the lost and so should 
we and we began to ask the question, “Why are we [for the most part, there are some who 
aren’t] so lackadaisical in our evangelism?”  I’ve been thinking about that question and I 
think the main answer to that question comes to us in this third parable, the parable of the 
lost son.  That answer is just this: evangelism evaporates when we lose sight of the 
glorious gospel! 

If our evangelistic zeal has subsided, if our God-like heart for the lost has grown 
cold then we have surely lost our love of the gospel of Jesus Christ and that, my friends is 
a tragic, tragic proposition.  Do you love, do you relish the good news of the gospel, the 
good news that solely on the basis of what Christ has accomplished in history on the 
cross and not based on anything we could ever do ourselves, God has forgiven us and 
accepted us and is pleased with us?  Does that get you out of bed in the morning?  The 
cross, the centerpiece of the gospel, is ultimately where we’re headed as we follow 
Luke’s narrative and our goal in preaching through Luke is to re-focus our eyes on the 
cross.  O how we need the cross of Christ and O how we need to have our appreciation 
for the gospel rekindled.  I really believe that if we truly felt full weight of the gospel of 
grace we could not help but be evangelistic.  Evangelism evaporates when we lost sight 
of the glorious gospel!  So what I want to do for you today is simply preach to you the 
gospel. 

 Verse 11 begins this third parable and it says, “Jesus continued his response to 
their grumbling, ‘There was a man who had two sons…’”  It’s the Lucan equivalent to 
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“once upon a time.”  Literally it says, “A certain man…” and it’s a familiar way to 
introduce extended parables in Luke’s Gospel.2  This verse also sets the stage for the rest 
of the story.  Verse 11 tells us that a certain man had two sons – v. 12 then begins to tell 
the story of the “younger one;” v. 25 signals the beginning of the story about the “older 
son.” 
 
The Younger Son 
 

So you can see how this story is really divided into two halves: the story of the 
younger son and the story of the older son.  We look first at the story of the younger son.  
This story wonderfully embodies the gospel for in it we see the devastating effects of sin, 
the true nature of repentance, and the lavish grace of our heavenly Father on those who 
repent.  Listen carefully.  You can never hear the gospel too much. 
 
The Devastating Effects of Sin 
 
 “The younger [son] said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the estate.’”  
In essence he was saying, “I want out from under your roof; I want to live on my own; 
give me what I’d get when you died and let me go; I want to cut off ties with you.”  In a 
word he wants independence.  This is what Adam and Eve wanted in the garden when 
they chose to disobey God and eat from the tree forbidden them and ever since then this 
describes what every human being does as soon as he or she is capable.  Each of us wants 
to, in the words of Frank Sinatra, do it “my way.”  Sin is in the first place a turning away 
from God. 
 “So [the father] divided his property between them.  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.”  This is the picture of sin.  There’s a certain appeal to it.  There’s a 
certain mystique in it.  It’s wild and adventurous.  But the Bible is right when it speaks of 
the “fleeting pleasures of sin” (Heb. 11:25).  How fleeting indeed. 
 “After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, 
and he began to be in need.”  So he was outside of the security of his father’s house and 
as a result of a combination of his own actions and even some things outside of his 
control, like a famine, he finds himself in dire straights.  He thought he was achieving 
freedom, but it ended up that he “hired himself out to a citizen of that country;” he 
became someone’s servant.  In reality, to not be a son or daughter of God is to be a slave 
– a slave to sin and a slave to Satan.  This is the biggest lie the world tells people: that sin 
provides freedom.  It doesn’t!  It offers demeaning, dehumanizing bondage. 
 “So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his 
fields to feed pigs.  He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, 
but no one gave him anything.”  One scholar points out that “feeding swine was thus 
about as low as Jews could go.  To wish to share their food was the nadir of 
degradation.”3  Here is a picture of the devastating effects of sin.  The son in search of 
adventure, pleasure, and freedom ended up at the lowest of low places feeding hogs and 
desiring to eat what they ate.  It’s like a well-off college educated person who gets into 
drugs and eventually blows his whole savings and winds up on the streets rummaging 
through trash cans and dumpsters to lick discarded McDonald’s hamburger wrappers. 
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 Isn’t this the way sin works?  In some ways, sin is kind of like a carnival ride.  
Spinning around in a circle is fun for a little while, but when the ride doesn’t stop you 
quickly get sick.  Did you ever see Problem Child 2 or The Sandlot?  Both of them have 
pretty good carnival ride puke scenes.  I like to think of sin this way.  The first few times 
around on the Teacups at Disney World you see kids smiling and waving to their parents, 
but towards the end of the ride their faces say, “Get me off of here!”  Sin promises so 
much, but leaves you sick and hungry in the end.  It advertises to quench people’s thirst, 
but in the end leaves them parched. 
 This is the picture of what it means to be lost.  It’s a picture of emptiness, of 
spiritual poverty, of loneliness, of helplessness, of hunger.  It is the picture of everyone 
living apart from Christ.  “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to 
his own way” (Isa. 53:6).  Every single human being is or has been this Prodigal Son.  As 
Paul states in Eph. 2, “All of us lived among [the disobedient] at one time, gratifying the 
cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts” (v. 3).  This life 
pictured in this story is, as Peter calls it in 1 Pet. 1:18, “the empty way of life handed 
down to [us] from [our] forefathers.”  Folks, we have to realize what it is that we’re saved 
from and how meaningless life is for those estranged from their Creator.  Not everyone 
running down this dead end street recognizes where they are.  Not everyone, sadly, 
comes to his senses. 
 
The True Nature of Repentance 
 
 But we read in the story that this lost son sees the misery of his situation and the 
text says, “When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired men 
have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!’”  Here he realizes the miserable 
plight he is in and is brought to the point of despair and he also realizes the availability of 
food that’s in his father’s house.  This is how conversion starts.  First there is an 
increasing sense of restlessness, of disease, of dissatisfaction and then an awareness that 
there’s something better out there that can satisfy, namely God.  St. Augustine put it well 
when he prayed, “Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.” 
 Verse 18 gets at the true nature of repentance.  The desperate son, having woken 
up to his surroundings, resolves: “I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: 
‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son; make me like one of your hired men.’”  This is what it means to repent. 
 

• First, it means turning away from current sin – “I will set out and go back…”  
To repent is to make a U-turn, to leave sinful lifestyles, to drop sinful habits.  
You can’t repent and choose to remain in your sin. 

• Second, it means taking responsibility for your sins – “Father, I have 
sinned…”  Not, “I’m a victim of a bad famine (or a bad boss).”  Sure there are 
bad circumstances in life and people may have been grossly sinned against, 
but that doesn’t excuse their own behavior.  We all have to take ownership for 
our own sins and not blame it on someone or something else.  This is nothing 
new; “It was that woman you put here with me” (Gen. 3:12), but repentance 
stops the blame-shifting.  No matter the situation or the circumstances of our 
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life, we have sinned against God ourselves and in coming to him we must 
admit that. 

• Thirdly, it means accepting where our sin rightfully leaves us – “I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son.”  This son had forfeited his legal rights to 
sonship.  He no longer had any claim on his father.  He did not deserve to be 
welcomed back.  His father would have been completely justified in refusing 
him.  Likewise, coming to God in contrition means acknowledging that God is 
not obligated to accept you, that you deserve only judgment and wrath. 

• Finally, we see here that repentance means throwing yourself at the mercy of 
God – “Just make me like one of your hired men.”  This was the lowest of 
servants in the father’s house.  In other words, the son is planning to place 
himself entirely at the mercy of his father.  He’s not asking to be a son again, 
but to simply be a day-laborer in the fields. 

 
This is what the character in the story is rehearsing.  We get a little window into 

his soul.  He’s come to the end of himself, he’s felt the pangs of hunger that his wild 
living has earned him, and he’s realized that this was not good, that there was something 
better in his father’s household.  And so he rehearsed a repentance speech to give his 
father.  And v. 20 tells us, “So he got up and went to his father” and here’s the really 
good part… 
 
The Lavish Grace of Our Heavenly Father 
 
 “While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with 
compassion for him.”  He’s watching and waiting for his son’s return like a mom or a dad 
would be today if their teenaged kid had ran away from home.  “He ran to his son.”  This 
isn’t as shocking for us today as it was to those hearing it back then.  In that culture, for 
an old, dignified man to run was completely uncouth.  Try to picture President Bush 
skipping to the podium for his acceptance speech.  The joy the father feels here is 
immense.  “He threw his arms around him and kissed him.” 
 Then “the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  
I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’  But [before the son could finish his well-
crafted speech] the father [interrupted and] 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.”  In other words, 
“Completely restore him to the full rights of sonship.”  “Bring the fattened calf and kill it.  
Let’s have a feast and celebrate.  For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was 
lost and is found.’  So they began to celebrate.” 
 Sound familiar?  Well it’s the same result as the two stories we looked at last 
week – celebration!  The father does not hesitate on bit.  His heart is overflowing with 
mercy and it doesn’t matter where his son has been or what he has done, he embraces him 
fully.  There’s nothing the son could have done to repay his father or to make up for his 
willful disobedience.  He had nothing to bring, but a genuine repentance.  And the picture 
we get is a picture of the lavish grace of our heavenly Father.  What this says is that it 
doesn’t matter where you’ve been or what you’ve done, if you repent and ask for mercy, 
God will graciously take you in and shower you with his love.  “If we confess our sins, he 
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is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 
Jn. 1:9). 
 Psalm 51:17 tells us that “a broken and contrite heart” God will not despise.  This 
is good news!  God graciously and unflinchingly forgives lost sinners who throw 
themselves at his mercy, who “beat [their] breast and say, ‘God, have mercy on me, a 
sinner” (Lk. 18:13).  Every time!  And he doesn’t do it grudgingly, he loves to do it!  
“Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of 
his inheritance?  You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy” (Micah 7:18).  
God delights to show mercy. 
 There’s a story about an academic conference held in England awhile back in 
which comparative religion scholars from around the world were invited to debate what, 
if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith.  They argued for awhile and began 
eliminating possibilities and the discussion went on for some time until C.S. Lewis 
wandered into the room.  “What’s the rumpus about?” he asked, and heard in reply that 
his colleagues were discussing Christianity’s unique contribution among world religions.  
Lewis responded, “Oh, that’s easy.  It’s grace.”4 
 It’s all grace and that’s so foreign to us – that God would graciously welcome us 
as his children not based on anything we do for him, but solely by grace through faith.  
Now the rest of the NT tells us the basis on which God can do this – the cross of Christ 
where the just punishment for our sins was inflicted on Jesus.  And this makes the whole 
thing that much more mind blowing.  God himself took on human flesh, lived a perfect 
life, and died as the substitute for all who believe upon him – past, present, and future.  
“To all who received [Jesus], to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God” (Jn. 1:12). 
 This is the gospel: that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are 
justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  God 
presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood” (Rom. 3:23-25).  
There are no good people, there are only forgiven people.  It is the lavish grace of our 
heavenly Father that allows us to stand before him on the basis of the blood of Jesus.  We 
must grasp the fact that “like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.  But because of 
his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we 
were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved” (Eph. 2:3-5). 
 
The Older Son 
 
 If this glorious gospel of grace does not elate you, it is probably because you have 
fallen into the mindset of the older brother.  Here is the picture of someone who has lost 
sight of the gospel and therefore can’t rejoice in the salvation of the lost.  This older 
brother is the Pharisees and teachers of the law who are upset that Jesus is associating 
with tax collectors and “sinners.”  He’s also the long-time, faithful church goer, or those 
who have grown up in the church who subconsciously think they have earned something 
from God.  If that’s you then listen very carefully. 

Verse 25 says, “Meanwhile, the older son was in the field [laboring to serve his 
father].  When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing.  So he called one of 
the servants and asked him what was going on.  ‘You’re brother has come,’ he replied, 
‘and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ 
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“The older brother became angry and refused to go in.”  Why is it that someone 
would get angry at the sight of someone coming to God so that he may receive mercy and 
find grace?  Why is there this ‘Jonah complex’?  Well, just wait, I think it will become 
clear. 

“So his father went out and pleaded with him.  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.  But when this son of 
yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the 
fattened calf for him!” 

There are several clues here in this text that show us what this elder son’s 
relationship to his father had become: 

• First, notice what he says in v. 29.  How does he view his relationship to his 
father?  Not as a son to a father, but as a slave to a master.  He’s been slaving 
for his dad for all these years and feels like he’s earned certain privileges.  
He’s warped a father-son relationship into a master-servant arrangement. 

• Second, he says, “I never disobeyed your orders.”  To him, his father is 
merely a command giver and he is a command obeyer.  He reflects the 
‘Christian’ who has reduced his faith down to rules and regulations.  So many 
people are thinking they are living the Christian life by doing this. 

• Thirdly, v. 29 shows where his heart is.  It’s not with his father.  He says, 
“You never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.”  
If given the opportunity, he would rather go off and celebrate with his friends 
than eat at his father’s table with him. 

• Fourth, just notice how he refers to his lost brother in v. 30: “this son of 
yours.”  Not, “my long lost brother.”  But, “this son of yours.”  This reveals 
that he’s not really even part of the family himself; he’s lost too. 

 
Clearly he has lost sight of the graciousness of his father to him and has distorted 

his relationship into one of slavery and not sonship.  The elder son has totally forgotten 
that he himself was adopted as a child and he has begun to think that he can earn his 
father’s approval.  So instead of relating to him as a father he has sunken into a works 
righteousness mentality.  This is not the Christian life!  You get in by grace and you stay 
in by grace and you never at anytime get beyond your need for grace and begin to start 
operating as if it’s by works.  This is what the whole book of Galatians is about.  Paul 
preached the gospel of grace to them and they accepted, but then they began to act as if it 
were not by grace, but by human effort.  And Paul fears for them, that somehow they may 
have completely missed it. 

The father pleads with his son to not be this way.  He comes out to him and he 
says, “My son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.”  In other words, 
“Everything God has in terms of promise is available to [him].”5  He just has to accept it 
as a son, not a slave.  Here Jesus is pleading with the Pharisees and teachers of the law to 
wake up to his offer of salvation.  The same grace is available to them if they can stop 
flailing their arms and legs in an effort to swim in the middle of the Pacific Ocean and 
just take hold of the lifesaver that’s been thrown to them.  If they can stop trying to earn 
God’s favor and simply say, “Have mercy on me, a sinner.”   
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The father in the story concludes his response to the elder son by saying, “We had 
to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was 
lost and is found.”  Baptist missionary legend Lottie Moon said, “Surely there can be no 
greater joy than that of saving souls.”6  The return of the prodigal son was immensely 
joyful to the father, but it was not a great joy to the older brother because he had 
tragically lost sight of the gospel and his need for grace and had foolishly sought to relate 
to his father as a servant earning his wages.  God is does not pay wages, he gives gifts.  
That’s the good news of the gospel.  Do you believe it? 
 
Conclusion 
 
 So what do I draw by way of a conclusion concerning our evangelism out of this 
two-part story?  That missing the point of the gospel, not savoring the free gift of God 
that is eternal life through Jesus Christ, acting as if you’re good and don’t need God’s 
constant stream of grace, as if you can work for God and serve him… this mindset will 
cause you to be lackluster in telling the gospel to other people because it’s not good news 
to yourself.  Or I could say it positively: understanding your dire need and experiencing 
God’s sheer grace personally will inevitably lead to bold evangelism.  Do you love the 
gospel because by it you, a lost and helpless creature, have found complete acceptance by 
your loving heavenly father?  If so, then evangelism truly becomes one beggar telling 
another beggar where to find bread and that’s what evangelism is in the Bible. 
 There are very few, much less than you might expect, direct commands in the 
Bible to evangelize.  Evangelism is not, primarily, a command to be obeyed.  It is the 
natural result of an encounter with divine grace.  One quick example: remember the 
sinful, Samaritan woman Jesus meets in John 4?  She meets Jesus at a well and he 
tenderly tears open her heart.  What does she do afterwards?  She goes and tells everyone 
in the village and the text tells us that “many of the Samaritans from that town believed in 
him because of the woman’s testimony” (v. 39).  This can be called “gospel-gossiping.” 
 This should lead us to ask some hard questions when we are in the midst of an 
evangelism-free period in our lives.  You see, people naturally talk about what’s exciting 
and important to them.  If I really love sugar cream pie, and I do, I will tell everyone I 
know about how great it is.  It’s an Indiana delicacy, you can only get them there and 
after my parents’ recent visit I have four pies in my freezer.  You have to try some 
sometime!  If I’ve stopped talking about the culinary delight sugar cream pie, then most 
likely I haven’t had any in awhile and have forgotten what it tastes like.  We can’t help 
but talk about what is dear to us. 
 Some of you may have heard this illustration before – God is like a pure, 
refreshing mountain spring that never runs dry.  We quench our thirst when we fall on 
our faces and drink from it.  Then we say, “Ahhhh!  That’s good!”  And then we go in the 
strength that water provides and tell others where to find the living water that satisfies 
like nothing else – that’s all evangelism is.  There’s no need to hoard a self-replenishing 
spring.  And there’s no need to lug our buckets of murky pond water up the mountain to 
dump into it.  That’s what the older son was trying to do.7 
 Meriwether Lewis of Lewis and Clark fame was one of the greatest American 
heroes of his day.  He was tapped by President Thomas Jefferson after making the 
Louisiana Purchase in 1803 to explore this new territory that had more than doubled the 
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size of our country overnight.  Meriwether Lewis had a dream to find the source of the 
Missouri River and to drink from it.  He finally accomplished his dream, but it didn’t 
satisfy his thirst. 
 In a letter to a friend after he reached his pinnacle, Meriwether Lewis wrote: “I 
feel all that restlessness ... which I cannot help but thinking proceeds from that void in 
our hearts.  Whence it comes I know not, but certain it is, that I never felt less like a hero 
than at the present moment.”  Shortly thereafter, Meriwether Lewis died of what is 
believed by many historians to be his own suicide.8  Our God is the only thing that 
satisfies, all else leaves us thirsty.  His water is available to all who repent and put their 
faith in Christ.  This is the glorious gospel.  Get on your knees and lap it up!  Drink 
deeply from it and point others to it. 

Evangelism evaporates when we lose sight of the glorious gospel!  If you are 
not excited about evangelism, then you have probably lost sight of the gospel yourself.  
Failing to see how dependant you are upon grace, you may have slipped into trying to 
earn your salvation by serving God.  Come to him today and repent.  He’s waiting with 
open arms. 

This afternoon I close with the words of the prophet Isaiah, the 55th chapter: 
“Come, all you who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, 
buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk without money and without cost.  Why spend 
money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy?  Listen, listen to 
me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare.  Give ear and 
come to me; hear me, that your soul may live” (vv. 1-3). 
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