
“The Father's Heart”

A.K.A. Prodigal Son

February 17, 2008

Luke 15:11-32

Introduction:  What should be the real name of this parable-perhaps the title of this sermon?  

It is really about God, not us; about His grace and how we don’t deserve it.  

Surprised by Grace

 As we look at this parable, in the two sons or brothers, we see the dangers of two types of 

sins, that of self indulgence and that of self righteousness.  Which brother are you most like 

this morning?  The younger son shows a callous lack of care or regard for his father in 

arrogantly asking for his inheritance right away.  In fact, Kenneth Bailey, a Middle Eastern 

scholar, suggests that such a request is unusual and is like telling the father he wished he was 

dead.   This request then does injury to the person and honor of his father.  The younger son 

deliberately chooses to go his own way, to seek to please himself, to live according to his 

own desires.  The extent of his fall can be seen in his working with pigs and in not having 

anyone to help him.  No orthodox Jew would ever work with pigs, for they were considered 

to be unclean animals.  This son then is in a very bad place.  The Prodigal Son is a clear 

symbol for sinners, those that the Pharisees criticized Jesus for spending time with.  

 Hitting bottom leads the prodigal son to an opportunity to experience the Father’s grace.  

First, he shows honesty and does not make any excuses.  Second, he realizes that he is 

homesick.  Third, he is humble.  He is willing to seek out his father, to seek help.  He does 

not ask to be restored to who he was, but simply seeks mercy.  He confesses his sin and 

seeks forgiveness.  If we too want to experience and enjoy God's grace, we must humbly 

confess and seek His forgiveness, to come to the cross asking for His mercy, not because we 

deserve it, but because God loves us.

 The Older Son is also in a dangerous place.  We can see that his heart is hardened by his 

own self-righteousness and by his own pride.  He tragically has not learned to have a loving 

heart like his father's.  This Older Brother represents the Pharisees, and those of us who have 

forgotten our need for grace, who are satisfied with our religiosity.  This son mistakenly 

believes that doing good is what pleases the father, or God.  In fact, this brother does not 

even view the younger brother as his brother, calling him instead “Your son.”  He refers to 

his life in resentful ways, emphasizing how long he has slaved away (notice the lack of joy 

or love in his service to his father).  He is focused on fault and judgment, rather than on 

grace and compassion.  There are two words for good in Greek:  agathos, or good in quality 

and kalos, or a sheer winsomeness that is lovely and attractive.  The elder brother is good 
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only in a hard and unlovely way. In fact, his goodness or self satisfaction gets in the way of 

him having a soft heart.

 Are our hearts open to God’s grace?  Are we humble?  Do we avoid being self-righteous?  

Do we confess or sins openly and seek His loving embrace and grace?  Are we open and 

willing to be surprised by His grace?

God's Heart

 In contrast to the two sons, we see that the Father, God, is both expansive in love and in 

grace.  In the Middle East, it was disgraceful for a father or man of stature to be seen 

running.  God is portrayed here as loving sinners in an undignified way.  The word here for 

compassion is one that was used often to describe how Jesus felt towards those in need, 

referring to an inner moving, or like our heart going out to someone.  The father is so eager 

to be reconciled that he does not even let his son get all the way into his carefully prepared 

speech.  Charles Spurgeon once preached a whole sermon series on the importance of His 

kiss, for the kiss denotes love, forgiveness, full restoration, exceeding joy, comfort, 

assurance and intimacy.  The father also gives him unexpected gifts:  the best robe is the 

righteousness God gives us; the ring represents his authority and being his representative; 

the sandals are those sons wear.  In his response, we see a symbol of the overarching and 

amazing love of God.  A. W. Tozer discusses the amazing love of God, saying, “Because 

God is self  existent, His love has no beginning; because He is eternal, His love has no ends; 

because He is infinite, His love has no limits; because He is holy, His love is pure and 

spotless; because He is immense, His love is vast.”  Are we willing to be enveloped and 

embraced by His love?  

 Jesus is presenting a refreshing way of seeing God.  The Pharisees believed God liked good 

people and hated sinners.  Jesus shares that God goes to great lengths to save and to be 

reconciled to sinners.  God watches for and hurries to the sinners who are coming home to 

Him.  God runs to us and welcomes us home with open arms.  God overwhelms us with His 

grace; a grace and a love that is more expansive and extensive than we could ever hope for 

or ask for.  Praise God and thank God!
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