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The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)
The book of Luke is believed to have been written about A.D. 62 or slightly earlier. 
The parable or the prodigal son is the most famous of all the parables of Jesus.
The main theme is the love and forgiveness of the father towards his rebellious and sinful son. 

11And he said, "There was a man who had two sons. 12And the younger of them said to his father, 'Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.' And he divided his property between them. 

So the younger son is demanding his inheritance of his father so he can do with it what he pleases.  The son wants his independence and is impatient to be out from under his father’s authority.  The son is telling his father I wish you were dead so I can have the money now.  The son had no right to claim it while he father was still living.

Under the Jewish law of inheritance at the time the older son would receive a two-thirds share of all movable property and the younger would receive a one-third share of the estate.  So the father gives the younger son what he asks for.

The younger son had no wife or children yet so it can be reasonable to believe he was a very young man, probably a teenager at the time.

13Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.

So the younger son now has his portion and is intoxicated with his new found resources. He took all of it out of his father’s hands and was anxious to escape his father’s authority.  He wanted to be beyond the reach of any interference from home.  So he burned all of his bridges behind him, took his share and left with all haste.

So began a season of indulgences as he went to the limit of sinful excesses.  He went abroad and scattered his inheritance on every sinful pleasures the world has to offer.  
14And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 

The son’s fortunes have begun to change after he has consumed all that he had.  The far away country that he is living in now is in a great famine.  How quickly did the lif style he wanted to live come to an abrupt end now he is in need and broke.
15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs.

The now poor son with much pleading was able to convince a citizen to allow him to be in his employ.  The son still had too much pride and was not humbled enough yet to go home.

He was given the lowest possible employment – that of feeding the pigs.  This was a most degrading occupation for anyone and for a Jew an unspeakable degradation.  The keeping of swine was prohibited to Israelites under threat of a curse.  

16And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. 

His new master did not deem him worthy enough to even be fed by him.  He was starving and just wanted anything to fill his belly with at this point.  He was longing for food of any kind. 

The pods of the carob tree or locust tree were looking good to him.  This tree is still very common in Palestine and around the Mediterranean today.  These pods were used to feed cattle and swine with and would be used as nourishment for the poorest in times of distress.  The fleshy pods are six to ten inches in length and only the shell or pod alone was eaten they were best consumed when thoroughly ripe.  A last resort food source when starvation was your only other choice.   

But even this food, the food for the pigs was repeatedly denied to him.

17"But when he came to himself, he said, 'How many of my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger!

Now the son begins to see things as they really are.  He sees what his rebellion and delusions have done to him.  He understands the truth now.  He comes to his senses at last.  This is the beginning of repentance.

Even his father’s hired hands have plenty of bread to eat.  His father’s house was abounding in bread as it was a wealthy home.  He could be at peace and live a dignified life again.

In contrast to his fathers house he is perishing where he is for lack of food.      
18I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants."'

The son has finally been broken over his sins and has come to the end of himself.  He is humbled instead of rebellious now.

He is determined to act immediately get up and go confess to his father and plead for his mercy.  Not that he would take him back as his son but as a hired hand and the lowest of them.  The son is now repentant and prepared to face judgment.
20And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.

So he acted at once on his decision to return and makes the long journey home.

Now the son draws near his destination wearing only rags for cloths, he is filthy, haggard and shattered.  
The father see’s his son from a great distance off and runs to embrace him.  How is it possible that the father was looking in the distance at just that moment in time?  I believe it was because his father was daily looking, straining to see any sign of his son returning.  

It is important to understand that Jewish men wore robes at that time.  It was unheard of for a Jewish man to run as it would be undignified to do so in that culture.  The father was so filled with joy at seeing his son he grabbed the bottom of his robe and held it up so he could run to his son!

The son must have been concerned that his father was running to him to give him an ear full of discipline or worse.  Maybe a “you got what you deserved and you’re not wanted around here anymore” talking too.   Followed by a request to keep walking back the way he came from. 

But the father was overjoyed to see his lost son embraced him and kissed him on the neck repeatedly.  The father did not care about the condition the son was in he just wanted to hold him in his arms.
21And the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 

The son made his speech of confession as he had planned.  Blaming no one but himself for his misery and brokenness.  Knowing he did not merit restoration.  But before the son can beg for mercy to be as a hired hand his father interrupts him.  
22But the father said to his servants, 'Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet.

The father stops the son in mid confession by ordering his servants to immediately bring the best robe for his son.  The was not any ordinary garment the father called for this would be a fine and stately garment that would come down to the feet.  The first in rank and value a festive robe.  Literarily the best robe the father owned. Visualize this magnificent robe replacing the rags the son was wearing.

The father also commands a ring for his son’s hand and shoes for his feet.  Both sandals and a ring are marks of a freeman as slaves were barefoot.

Imagine the son being transformed from being unworthy to be the father’s son in his mind to being forgiven and restored to a position of honor.   
23And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 
The father in his joy at the return of the son calls for the fattened calf to be prepared for a celebration.  By using the term “fattened calf” the father was specific that the calf that was set aside for festive occasions was to be used.  The father again was giving his son the very best that he possessed.
24For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.' And they began to celebrate. 

This is the statement that explains the great joy of the father in the son’s returning.  In his mind he felt his son was dead and that he would never cast his eyes on him again.  All of the time the son was gone the father grieved over the loss.  In the heart of the father he hoped that one day the son would return and he watched for him straining to see as far as he could for any sign of him.  And now that his son has returned the father is overwhelmed with joy and thanksgiving.  
And so the great festive celebration begins let everyone be joyful of the sons return.

25"Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing.
So the older son is in the fields working his fathers land being responsible and he hears music.  Not just any music festive music played by a band of musicians.  A grand celebration with dancing and a large feast taking place.  The older son was drawn in to find out what was taking place.
26And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant.

So as he approaches the celebration the older son began to inquire with a servant of his father to find out what is going on and why.

27And he said to him, 'Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.' 

So now the older brother learns his younger brother has returned after he demanded all his inheritance, left his fathers house and his responsibilities and blew all the money living a wild life.

And now that he found his way home instead of dying in his sin or just never coming back, his father does what?  Prepares a feast and has a celebration in the younger son’s honor?  The older brother is unimpressed that his brother is safe from what happened and is alive.
28But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 

The older brother explodes with anger his heart filled with resentment towards the wayward brother.  He can not believe the way his father is treating him and stays outside having nothing to do with the celebrations.

The father comes out to the older brother pleading with him to come inside and join them but he refuses.
29but he answered his father, 'Look, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends.

The older brother’s rage spills out of him over the constancy of his love and service to his father and the conduct of the younger brother.  Perhaps maybe a touch of envy or jealousy having wanted to but not doing the same thing himself.   

Then comes the accusation –  you never gave me a festive celebration for me and my friends even with a goat more or less the special set aside fatten calf!  

30But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!' 

Notice he says “this son of yours” not “my brother.”  He is even more bitter now, filled with contempt and sarcasm.  He is not worthy to be your son –  just look at how he acted the inheritance he burned up with prostitutes and such.  And now you prepared the special fattened calf and throw him a grand party!

    You can almost see the older sons arms high in the air in complete exasperation ready to say “Dad are you kidding me!  Are you kidding me! Ahaaaa!”
31And he said to him, 'Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 

Here comes the father’s gentle and loving correction for the older son’s bad attitude.  He reminds him that he has always been with him so he would appreciate the privileges that living in his father’s house has afforded him.  Further that the older son’s two-thirds inheritance will still be fully his and the returning son has not changed that.
32It was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.'"

The father’s forgiveness of the once foolish son whom has been recovered was worthy of celebration.  The father wants the older brother to be reconciled with younger so his heart can be filled with joy also.  The father says “for this your brother” not “for this my son” was dead and is now alive.

Because the father showed mercy to the wayward son did not diminish his love for the steadfast son.  There is no greater joy a father can have than to find out a lost child he thought he would never see again is safe and has come home.  

Closing thoughts:

The real beauty in this parable is that this is our story – mine and yours.  Each of us is somewhere in this story right now today.  Some like the older son have always believed from a very young age and have always lived a life pleasing to God. Some are like the rebellious younger son wanting nothing to do with God the Father and living fully in the sins of this world.  Still others have come to their senses and are starting toward God and the awaiting forgiveness and celebration but are not there yet.  And last the group, I fall into this group, the ones that in the past lived in rebellion but long ago asked for forgiveness and were shown mercy.  Given not what I deserved but the finest robe to wear at the celebration.  

So the question for each of us to ask ourselves is where are we at today in this story?  Perhaps more importantly is where do we want to be in this story today?  Amen
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