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The prodigal son, the loving father and the self-righteous older brother 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son is one of the greatest short stories ever told. Building on the need for repentance 

presented in the Gospel lection last week, this Lenten story is the climax of Luke's three consecutive parables 

about the lost being found. Our familiarity with this parable may blind us to some of the deeper meanings. Today 

we explore this parable from the perspective of the older brother and find a Lenten message landing close to 

home. 

Luke 15:1-3; 11b-32 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son is the third of three parables in Luke's fifteenth chapter dealing with things that 

are lost. The other two are the Parable of the Lost Sheep (15:1-7) and the Parable of the Lost Coin (15:8-10). A key 

to the interpretation of these parables is to identify where Jesus was, who was his audience and what prompted 

the telling.  

Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. And the Pharisees and the scribes 

grumbled, saying, “This man receives sinners and eats with them. So he told them this parable:” (vv.1-3) 

The opening verses of the text reveals two audiences. The tax collectors and sinners were drawing near to Jesus 

(the lost) and He is criticized by the religious establishment for being too intimate with sinners (the self-

righteous). Each of the parables that follow involve recovery of what was lost followed by great celebration. These 

parables do not simply repeat the same point. The Parable of the Prodigal Son is nuanced differently and 

addresses both of these audiences directly. 

11And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And 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. 
13 Not 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. 14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine 

arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the 

citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was longing to be fed with the 

pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. (v.11-16) 

The first six verses detail the rapid and unfortunate descent of the younger son as he sought nothing but the 

pleasures of the world. The situation was worsened by the famine. Just how far the younger son had fallen is 



evidenced by his willingness to feed pigs - an occupation degrading to a Jew (Leviticus 11:7). The fact that he was 

longing to be fed with the pods the pigs ate infers he was not given any. The pigs were thus more valuable than he 

was. 

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! 18 I 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.”’ (vv. 17-19) 

Having hit rock bottom, the younger son came to his senses. While the confession he planned to make was 

worthy, we do not know if his motivation was nothing more than better food. The only thing Scripture reveals is 

"he came to himself." 

20 And 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. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 But 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. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 24 For this my son was dead, 

and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate. (vv.17-24) 

Significantly, Jesus states the younger son "came to his father" rather than "returned home." This emphasizes the 

relational aspects of this narrative. It is evident the father must have hoped for his son's return and had watched 

for him. The compassionate welcome the father gives his son is also emphasized. For the father to pull up his 

robes and run to meet his son was considered a shameful act in the Middle East. One commentator likens this to 

the modern equivalent of a father running down the high street in his boxer shorts! The fact that the father ran to 

meet his unworthy son means he took the shame due to the son upon himself. The father's kiss is reminiscent of 

David's forgiving kiss of Absalom (II Samuel 14:33). The text reveals the son never finished his planned confession. 

He never said, "Treat me as one of your hired servants." We don't know if it was due to the father having forgiven 

his son and thus cut him off or if the son could not bring himself to utter those words. 

The father then sends his servants scurrying. The best robe is a mark of position. The ring is a sign of authority 

(perhaps containing a seal). The shoes designated the son as a freeman. The fattened calf suggested this was a 

special occasion to celebrate in thanksgiving to God. All this suggests the prodigal son was reconciled back into 

the family. The death-life and lost-found imagery has parallels to membership in the Kingdom. Like Jesus at the 

start of the text, the father now sits down to eat with a sinner. 

 25 “Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and 

dancing. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. 27 And 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.’ 28 But he was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him, 29 but 

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. 30 But when this son of yours 

came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ 31 And he 

said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 It was fitting to celebrate and 

be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’” (vv.25-32) 

Now the parable takes an unexpected turn relative to the two earlier parables. In Hebrew storytelling the last part 

of the story is the main point. The focus now switches to the older brother who, in his own mind, remained 

faithful to the father while the younger son was "unfaithful." When he returns from working the field and hears 



the sounds of the celebration at the house, he learns of the significance: that his brother had returned and his 

father had killed the fattened calf because he had received his brother back. Rather than be glad at the return of 

his lost brother or share in his father's celebration, the self-righteous older brother is angry and refuses to go into 

the house. The anger of the older brother mirrors the grumbling of the Pharisees and scribes. 

Yet the father entreats (implores, begs) the older son to enter into the celebration but the older son protests, 

even refusing to accept the younger son as his own brother ("this son of yours..."). The older son likens his life 

with his father as service without celebration ("...you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my 

friends"). This imagery contrasts the self-righteous resentment which was exemplified by the Pharisees with the 

grace and mercy extended by the father (representing God the Father) to the younger son (representing the 

sinners and tax collectors). The father still does not give up on the older brother. Still calling him "son" (v. 31), 

"you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours." This suggests Jesus is still inviting the Pharisees to hear the 

good news. 

 

It is easy to oversimplify the meaning of this parable. First, if we see only the prodigal son we miss the radical love, 

mercy and forgiveness of the father. To reinforce this point, in the Eastern Orthodox Church this parable is known 

as the Parable of the Loving Father. Second, we are tempted to make this a story about a good son and a bad one 

when they are both lost. The younger son discovers he is lost but the older one does not. Each has very different 

experiences of the father's love. This reflects the two distinct audiences Jesus was addressing: the sinners and tax 

collectors (the lost) and the Pharisees and scribes (the self-righteous). Third, in attempting to see ourselves in this 

parable we may see this as an either or choice between the two sons. In reality, there may be times in our lives 

where we have more in common with the younger brother and times when we have more in common with the 

older brother. Sometimes the younger brother grows up to be the older brother. 

There are plenty of men and women in our churches today who have more in common with the older brother 

than they perhaps realize. Like the older brother parallel in the parable, they have stayed in the church and played 

by the rules. They are committed to a way of being in the world that is socially acceptable - the way of traditional 

values and moral conformity. Such individuals seek to earn approval from their community and favor from the 

Father. They may not realize that they have enrolled in a program of self-salvation. When the terms of this 

perceived contract are violated, as in the parable, they become indignant and self-righteous. This may happen 

when their church reaches out to people who have more in common with the younger brother.  Just as in the 

parable, these older brother parallels distance themselves from the younger brother and refuse to join the party. 

Yet the Father loves both sons and entreats the older brother to come in and join the celebration. 

 

Rembrandt, The Return of the Prodigal Son, c. 1661–1669. Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg. 
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