
“The Prodigal Son” (part 1)!
Luke 15:11-32!

I have heard it said that all the religions of the world can be boiled down into just two 
categories—the religion of human achievement and the religion of divine 
accomplishment.  There is the religion of salvation by self-effort, and there is the religion 
of salvation by Savior-effort.  Grace is what sets Christianity apart from every other 
religion in the world.  God delights in forgiving and restoring repentant sinners.  !

The parables in Luke 15 illustrate the joy of God in recovering the lost.  According to 
what Jesus says, nothing brings more joy to the heart of God than seeing men and 
women repent and be saved.  The key words in this trilogy of parables are the words 
lost, found, and rejoice.  The purpose is to reveal heaven’s joy when even one lost 
sinner is recovered.!

“Parable” - transliterated from a Greek word that refers to something placed alongside 
something else for the purpose of illustrating an important comparison between the two !

The purpose of a parable is to provide an analogy through story form.!

These parables paint us a picture of what it means to be lost.  We will never truly know 
the joy of being saved until we first understand the seriousness and the danger of being 
lost.  In each of these parables, something very valuable is lost:!

• a sheep is lost because of waywardness!

• a silver is lost because of carelessness!

• a son is lost because of selfishness!

This chapter reveals that Jesus is concerned about the lost.  It was the very reason for 
which He came into the world—to SEEK and to SAVE the lost.!

The context of these parables is the complaining of the Pharisees.  They couldn't 
understand why Jesus spend time with tax collectors and notorious sinners.  As His 
band of disciples multiplied, many of them had come from a shady past.  Matthew was a 



former tax collector.  Simon the Zealot was at the other end of the spectrum, and was a 
conspirator against Rome.  Those who were closest to Jesus were fishermen.  They 
were working men who were not among the religious elite. !

The message that Jesus preached, with its promise of new life and forgiveness of sin, 
attracted people to Jesus who were tired of their own sin and weary from its bondage.  !

The last parable of Luke 15 sets these two attitudes in contrast—God’s joy over 
repentant sinners illustrated by the prodigal son, seen in contrast to the self-righteous 
and coldhearted attitude of religious sinners illustrated by the older brother.!

The Prodigal Son is both the longest and most well-known of all the parables that Jesus 
told.  In fact, I even read where Charles Dickens was once asked what was the greatest 
story ever told, and his answer was the parable of the Prodigal Son.  It is so great 
because of how it so brilliantly captures the human condition and is filled with emotion:!

• we identify with the prodigal!

• we grieve with the father!

• we sympathize with the older brother!

In many ways, the parable of the prodigal son is a mirror for every human heart and 
conscience.  The words of Jesus expose our true response to lost people, whether it be 
one of compassion and concern, or one of coldness and indifference.  The parable 
confronts our basic understanding of humanity and divine grace—Are people basically 
good and in no need of repentance, or are we basically evil and in desperate need of 
grace?  How we answer that question will determine our own spiritual condition as well 
as our sense of mission.!

This parable falls into three separate divisions, each division centering around the three 
main characters—the younger son, the father, and the older brother.  I want to take the 
next couple of weeks and look at each of these characters, beginning with the younger 
son, or the “prodigal” son, as he is most widely referred to.!



Though the word ‘prodigal’ is not found in the text, it comes from an old English word 
used to describe the younger son:!

“Prodigal” - extravagant and self-indulgent !

There are four traits reflected in the life of the prodigal son, each of which serve as a 
fitting illustration of a repentant sinner who comes to understand his sin and desperate 
need of God’s grace.!

1.  He selfishly DEMANDS his inheritance (15:11-12)!

“And He said, There was a man who had two sons.  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.”!

Jesus begins by introducing three characters to those who were listening—a father and 
two sons.  The father would have easily been seen as a wealthy land owner of his day, 
well-known and well-respected by all in the surrounding villages.  We are first 
introduced to the youngest of the two sons who selfishly demands his share of his 
father’s inheritance.!

From the earliest days in Israel, there were certain laws governing family estates and 
the way that they were passed down from one generation to another.  Leviticus 25 says 
that family lands and possessions were not to be sold outside of the family.  We find an 
example of this in 1 Kings 21 where the Bible says that King Ahab coveted a vineyard 
belonging to a man named Naboth.  When wicked King Ahab wanted what was not his 
and offered money for it, Naboth answered him by saying:!

1 Kings 21:3 - “The Lord forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my 
fathers.”!

Lands and possessions that were passed down from one generation to the next were 
precious and to be kept in high esteem.  When a wealthy man was nearing death, he 
would distribute his estate among his sons.  !



According to Deuteronomy 21, in a two brother family the estate would be divided 
unequally.  The oldest son, or the firstborn son, would get double what the younger was 
to inherit, which means that two-thirds goes to the older son while a third goes to the 
younger.  And so whatever was one third of what this father had is what his youngest 
son desires.!

Listen to the selfishness of the prodigal son—“Give ME the share of property that is 
coming to ME.”!

The distribution of inheritance would naturally come at the very end of the father’s life.  
We see this illustrated in Genesis 25 where just before he died, Abraham gave gifts to 
his children, but he gave all that he had to Isaac.  !

From a cultural perspective, for a younger son to make such a demand of his father 
would have been shocking.  Such a demand would have been morally outrageous and 
completely disrespectful.  To the middle eastern mind, this would be equivalent to a son 
saying, “Dad, why don’t you just drop dead so I can have your stuff?” !

Kenneth Bailey - “There were legal procedures available if the father chose to divide 
the property, but naturally these procedures were expected to be used only as death 
approached….Every Middle Eastern peasant understands this instinctively.  With 
endless village groups all across the Middle East I have tested this thesis.  The answer 
has always been the same.  Again and again I have engaged in some form of the 
following conversation: ‘Has anyone ever made such a request in your village?’  ‘Never!’  
‘Could anyone ever make such a request?’  ‘Impossible!’  ‘If anyone did, what would 
happen?’  ‘His father would become very angry and refuse!’  ‘Why?’  ‘This request 
means he wants his father to die!’”!

When you understand the seriousness of the younger son’s demand in this cultural 
light, it really shows how he is motivated by selfishness and disregard for his father and 
all that he had worked hard for.!

It is equivalent to mutiny and murder for a son to do such a thing.!



Notice that Jesus says the father divided HIS property between the two sons.  All that 
was placed into the son’s possession was really the father’s.  It was his property, his 
livestock, and his goods.!

“Property” - assets and material wealth; inheritance money !

All of this really shows us how the prodigal son is characterized by a rebellious spirit.  
He is a clear picture of one who is lost and is a slave to his or her own sin.!

2.  He blatantly DISHONORS his father (15:13)!

“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.”!

Once the father gives his youngest son his share of the inheritance, notice what the son 
does—he takes it and heads for the big city.  The normal word for ‘inheritance’ is not 
used in this text, though it is used fourteen other times in the gospel of Luke.  The word 
translated as ‘property’ in verses 12-13 is a rare word and used only this once in the 
entire New Testament.  To receive one’s inheritance involved accepting responsibility in 
the family whereby the beneficiary is willing to defend and perpetuate the family name.  
However, this is not what the prodigal wants to do—he simply wants the money. !

“Gathered” - turned everything into cash!

The idea is that he gathers all that his father had given him, liquidates all the assets, 
and sets out for the far country with a pocket full of cash.  He takes what was precious 
to his father and pawns it.  In this way, he disregards his inheritance for its cash value.!

Think about it: !

• The land that had been in his family perhaps for years—land that his father had put 
blood, sweat, and tears into—he liquidates for its cash value!

• The flocks that his father had tenderly raised and fed at great cost were liquidated 
for their cash value!



• The priceless heirlooms that had been near and dear to his father were liquidated for 
their cash value at the village pawn shop!

The money that this loving father had been scraping and saving and putting back for his 
son is demanded by the son without an ounce of gratitude.  The boy then puts dad in 
the rear view mirror and has his sights set on the bright lights of the far country.!

“Squandered” - scattered; winnowing grain by throwing it in the air!

What the older brother says later may give a clue as to what he did.!

He dishonors his father in the way that he treats him, and he also dishonors him by the 
way he throws away what his father had no doubt worked so hard for.!

According to what Jesus says, the prodigal son is characterized by sinful lifestyle 
choices.  The choices he makes are a direct reflection of the waywardness of his heart.  
He goes astray outwardly in the far country because he had gone astray inwardly long 
before he left his father’s house.!

When we think of sin, we often solely focus on behavior.  However, a person’s behavior 
is merely symptomatic of a much greater problem.!

Jeremiah 17:9-10 - “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
wicked; who can understand it?  I the Lord search the heart and test the mind, to 
give every man according to his ways, according to the fruit of his deeds.”!

There is no place on earth more wicked than the human heart.!

Matthew 15:18-19 - “But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, 
and this defiles a person.  For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander.”!

No matter how hard a person tries, he or she cannot save themselves from their own 
sinful heart.  When you focus on nothing but behavior modification, you’re doing nothing 
but giving Tylenol to a man with a terminal disease.  More than behavior modification, a 
sinner needs heart transformation.!



The prodigal son illustrates how we are both sinners by birth as well as sinners by 
choice.  Those who are dead in trespasses and sins are not running to God—they’re 
running for the far country.!

Like Adam, we run from God and try to hide the shame of our naked sinfulness behind 
nothing but fig leaves.!

3.  He tragically DESTROYS his life (15:14-16)!

“And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he 
began to be in need.  So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that 
country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs.  And he was longing to be fed with the 
pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.”!

Rather than finding his life in the far country, the prodigal loses it.  He soon discovers 
that all that glitters is not gold.  The burgeoning and promising life of freedom away from 
dad’s rule turned out to be bondage of the worst sort.!

The UNFORTUNATE cost of sin!

Jesus says that there came a point when the money ran out.  And when the money ran 
out, so did all his would be friends.!

Hebrews 11:25 - “…the passing pleasures of sin.”!

Adrian Rogers - “There is a high cost for low living.” !

Sin will always take you further than you want to go, keep you longer than you want to 
stay, and cost you more than you want to pay.!

The UNFORESEEN circumstances of life!

Jesus says that a severe famine arose in the far country, and the prodigal began to be 
in need.!

We live in a time of prosperity where food is plentiful and not scarce.  As a society of 
people, we throw more food away than some cultures have to live on.  But in those 



days, everyone listening to Jesus would have understood what was meant by a severe 
famine.  Jesus was referring to a level of desperation that is beyond anything we can 
conceive in our minds.!

Famines in that part of the world were indescribable horrors.!

We have record of one such famine that happened in Sudan in 1889.  At the time, 
Sudan was cut off from the outside world by revolution.  There was an Austrian officer 
named Rudolf Carl von Slatin who was trapped in Sudan because of the revolt.  In the 
summer of 1889 the famine struck, and von Slatin later escaped and wrote about his 
experiences in a book entitled “Fire and Sword in the Sudan.”!

He writes about children being sold into slavery just to keep them from starving.  He 
writes about people being found dead every morning, bodies were piled in the streets 
and then thrown in the river.  People ate whatever they could find—shoe leather, stray 
animals, even branches off palm trees.  Things got so bad that some even resorted to 
cannibalism. !

Out in the far country, the prodigal son is characterized by a broken condition.  There is 
nothing he can do for himself.!

“Hired Himself Out” - attaches himself; joins himself to someone!

The idea is that he glues himself to someone he think can help him.  We sometimes still 
see this is you've ever traveled to a third world country as a wealthy American.!

Perhaps in an attempt to get rid of the pitiful young man, this citizen sends him to do 
what no Jew would ever have done.  He sends him out into the fields to feed the pigs.!

At this point, those in the crowd listening to Jesus teach would have recoiled at the 
thought.  Nothing was more demeaning and defiling than to feed pigs.  If the young man 
has any honor or dignity left, he will surely refuse.  Instead, Jesus says that the prodigal 
was so hungry that he longed to eat the pods that the pigs ate, but no one gave him 
anything.!



I want you to consider where the prodigal’s sin has led him.  He has left the comfort and 
safety of home.  He has turned his back on a loving and caring father.  He has wasted 
everything that his father had given to him.  Now, his life has been reduced to ruins in 
the far country:!

• he has no family!

• he has no friends!

• he has no fortune!

All of his resources have been depleted, and he is completely destitute with nowhere to 
turn.!

From a temporal perspective, a severe famine was about the worst thing that could 
happen to him.  But even tough he doesn’t realize it at this point, the hunger pains 
brought on by famine are driving him to the mercy of his father.  Before he will ever see 
his need for dad, he has to first see his own pitiful condition without him!!

4.  He honestly DECLARES his sin (15:17-20)!

“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!  I will arise and go to my father, 
and I will say to him, Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you.  I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son.  Treat me as one of your hired servants.  And he 
arose and came to his father.”!

The prodigal son is characterized by a sense of desperation in which he casts himself 
upon the mercy of his father.!

The prodigal son is such a true microcosm of the human condition.  Mankind is 
characterized by a rebellious spirit that goes astray from birth.  He wastes the gift of life 
through sinful living that is against God’s will.  He ends up a broken and distorted 
picture of what God originally designed him to be.!



Scripture says that all we like sheep have gone astray.  Like the prodigal, we’ve taken 
that which rightfully belongs to our Creator and used it for our own selfish purposes:!

• we take the heart that God has given us and use it to pursue our own vanities!

• we take the mind that God has given us and fill it with anything and everything but 
His revealed truth!

• we take the time the God has given us and live only for ourselves and the fame of 
our own reputations!

• we take the life that God has given us and squander it away as if there is no eternity 
to come !

Yet there is hope for a man if he is willing to acknowledge this and turn from his sin to 
Christ.  There is hope for sinners who repent and cast themselves upon the mercy of 
God’s Son.!

John 6:35 - “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to Me shall not hunger, and 
whoever believes in Me shall never thirst.”!

My favorite definition for evangelism is this—“Evangelism is one beggar telling another 
beggar where to find bread.”


