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The parables of Luke 15 reveal the very heart of God and his gospel. 

 

This chapter in Luke's gospel begins with two verses that are perhaps one of the greatest concise 

summaries of the Bible that you could ever possibly find.  

 

Verse one tells us that tax collectors and sinners were drawn to Jesus.  These tax collectors and sinners 

were the outcasts, the waste of society.  They were the rebellious ones, the disobedient ones, the immoral 

ones.  They were the men and women who displayed openly evil hearts - the scum, the lowlife, the 

indecent, the unclean.  

 

And then in verse two we read the accusation against Jesus by the Pharisees and scribes, the true 

accusation, that Jesus receives these sinners and dines with them.  He openly welcomed them to 

fellowship with him.  He loved them.  He cared for them. And as we are going to see as we work through 

this chapter, he rejoiced over them with an exceedingly great joy.  

 

In these two verses we have the entire story of the Bible condensed for us: sinners are drawn to Jesus, and 

Jesus receives them. The three parables that make up the rest of this chapter then, give us insight not only 

into the very heart of the message of the Bible, but they also show us the very heart of God as well. As 

Jesus tells these parables his point is to say, “This is what God is like.” And when Jesus opens his mouth 

to tell us what God is like, you can bank on the fact that what he is saying is true because Jesus is very 

God of very God. What Jesus says God is like, is what God is like. And so we may ask then, “What is 

God like?” And the answer Jesus gives through these parables is that God is a God who will not be 

hindered in seeking and saving the lost.  He is a God whose mercy outweighs our sin in infinite, 

indescribable degrees. And more than that, he is a God who not only shows mercy and grace, but he 

deeply loves those whom he sets his grace on. He rejoices over them, he embraces them, he receives them 

into his home and family. He kisses them and smiles upon their repentance.  

 

Jesus tells these parables in response to the accusation from the Pharisees that he is receiving sinners.  

And here, perhaps in the most straightforward way yet, we see that the Pharisees are really nowhere close 

to understanding who God is and what God is like, and consequently how they should approach God. The 

very thing they say the Messiah should not be doing is the very thing the Messiah came to do, and that is 

to seek and save the lost.  

 

And so our focus this morning, and then for the next two Sundays, will be on the parable of the lost son, 

the latter parable in chapter 15. There is a single unifying point to this parable that Jesus tells and 

that is to show that powerful and pervasive and all encompassing nature of God's love toward 

sinners. It's the single overarching point. But the parable has three characters:  the two sons and the 

father.  And as we study this parable we are going to look at that great unifying theme, that great unifying 

point through the perspective of these three characters in the story.  This week we will focus on the 

younger son, next week the father, and then finally the older brother.  
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This week our focus is on the younger son. We are going to see three things as we focus in on the younger 

son. First the nature of sin, second the results of sin, and third the necessity of repentance. Let's start by 

talking about the nature of sin as it's revealed to us in this parable.  

 

The parable shows us the nature of sin. 

 

As Jesus begins to tell this parable, he speaks of a man who has two sons.  In Jesus day, just as in our day, 

the inheritance for the sons would not normally go to them until after their father had died - that's just 

how it works.  But the younger son whose inheritance would have been smaller than the older son’s, he 

wants his inheritance now. And he goes to the father and asks him for it specifically so that he can go and 

do as he pleases. We see later that he has all kinds of things planned for what he wants to do. He wants to 

leave the presence of the father. He wants to hire prostitutes and live as he wants to live. In verse 13 we 

read just what the younger son did not many days after he received his inheritance.  He gathered all he 

had and he took a journey into a far country and there he squandered his property in reckless living.  

 

As Jesus crafts this story and tells the parable in this way, Jesus magnifies the appalling nature of sin. 

For a son to ask his father for his inheritance before he died would be to literally say, “Hey dad, I wish 

you were dead.  Give me what's coming to me and let me go my own way.”  And while his request in 

asking for that money implied rebellion against his father, his later action by leaving his father and going 

to a far country shows that rebellion. The son wanted nothing to do with his father anymore.  

 

And what we need to see here as Jesus is accused of fellowshipping with and dining and receiving 

sinners, is that Jesus doesn't respond to these accusations by downplaying the nature of sin that these 

people are involved in. Jesus doesn't say, “Well really these folks aren't that bad that I'm eating with.” 

Jesus doesn't say, “If you only knew their hearts you'd see that these folks are actually decent people, so 

it's okay that I'm spending time with them.”  Instead, Jesus tells this parable that begins with the most 

serious description of sin possible.  

 

The rebellion of the prodigal son against his father is simply a reflection of that greater rebellion of 

mankind against God himself. And what we see in this parable is that at the heart of our sin is that same 

desire the prodigal son shows to be rid of his father and to be rid of his father's reign over him.  Or we can 

apply it to us… to be rid of God, to be rid of God's reign over us, to be removed as far from God as 

possible. The same kind of thing the prodigal son is doing is the same kind of thing that we do whenever 

we sin. When we sin we exhibit that desire that remains within us to be rid of God so that we can 

live however we want to live. 
 

As I've been thinking about this passage this morning I've also been thinking about that great hymn, Come 

Thou Fount of Every Blessing written by Robert Robinson in 1757 when he was 22 years old. You 

remember some of the lines in the hymn where he says, Prone to wander Lord I feel it, prone to leave the 

God I love. As he wrote these words, he was describing that very motivation that is at the heart of all our 

sin, that desire to leave God and be utterly free from him. And it's in light of the serious nature of that 

sinful desire that Jesus doesn't downplay sin.  He magnifies sin.  

 

And in light of this parable we have to understand that when we take sin lightly, when we scoff at sin and 

say, “It's no big deal, it's just a little thing,” whatever the sin may be… when we think we are free to sin 

because of God's grace… maybe a little gossip here, a little sensuality there, a little lie today, a little greed 

tomorrow… when we think that because of God's grace it's all okay… it is to our shame because that kind 

of mindset fails to recognize that dreadful desire that is at the heart of every sin, which is to be free of the 

reign and rule of God over us.  
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I appreciated this morning in Sunday school when the teacher openly and publicly confessed his sin 

before all. And here's his sin, he openly confessed it so I think I can repeat it. He said sometimes in the 

past he watched DVDs that were copied or pirated from other people… illegal copies. And he confessed 

his sins and said he recognized now that it was stealing. And what he was doing was he was saying that 

something he thought was no big deal before, he actually now realized is a big deal. And I'm assuming 

that although he didn't say this directly, he realized that it was a big deal because it was a direct affront to 

the reign of God over him.  

 

Isn't it interesting that when King David commits the sin of adultery with Bathsheba and murder against 

Uriah, when he repents in Psalm 51, at the heart of his prayer of repentance are these words. In verse 10 

David says, “Cast me not away from your presence and take not your Holy Spirit from me.” That's how 

David prays to God when he commits sin. David understood that his sin exposed his desire to be free 

from that reign of God over him. And now in repentance he prayers to God asking God, “Don't give me 

the very thing that I was desiring before. Do not cast me from your presence. Do not take your spirit from 

me.”  David understood this is always the route that sin takes. And he saw it, and he hated it, and he 

returned to the Lord in repentance, pleading with him to receive him back, just as the prodigal son does in 

this parable in Luke 15.  

 

When I read some of the words from “thinking” atheists from recent decades, these men and women who 

try to make strong arguments against the existence of God, I have to confess that many of them probably 

have a better understanding of what sin is than what I do at times. Many of them are very quick to point 

out that the reason they are atheists is often not a philosophical reason, although they try to come at it 

with philosophical arguments. It's often pragmatic reasons that they are atheists, that they have cast God 

off from their lives. It's not to them so much the idea that God is absurd, but they find the idea of living 

under the reign of God absurd.  They want to live as they want to live. And some of them say the very 

reasons they are atheists is so that they can justify their lifestyle, free from the framework of sin and 

rebellion against God. They want to be free to do what they want to do.  

 

Aldous Huxley says, “For myself, as, no doubt for most of my contemporaries, the philosophy of 

meaninglessness (this idea of everything being meaningless, that they have developed in their atheistic 

mindset) is essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation we desired was from a certain system of 

morality. We objected to morality because it interfered with our sexual freedom. I had motives for not 

wanting the world to have a meaning.” We can interpret his words to mean that he had motives for not 

wanting God's reign over his life. And he says therefore, “I assumed that the world had no meaning.  

Consequently I assumed there is no God.” Aldous Huxley understands this is what is at the very heart of 

sin, that desire to be free from God's reign. 

 

As Jesus tells this parable, he makes it very clear that the nature of sin is far more dreadful than how we 

normally think about it. We should be shocked when we scoff at sin and say, “It's no big deal… it's just a 

little sin,” when we understand what sin truly is. When accused of dining with sinners, Jesus doesn't 

downplay the nature of sin, he magnifies it.  
 

The parable shows us the results of sin. 

 

The second thing Jesus shows in this parable is the result of sin. Now we don't need to dwell too long here 

because this is something that we naturally understand, maybe even better than we understand the nature 

of sin. We daily feel and experience the effects of the fall in this world, we daily experience consequences 

for our own sin. And if you don't daily feel and experience that, come talk to me because I do, and maybe 

something is wrong with me, but I think that is the common experience of us all.  
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As Jesus continues the parable, he shows the consequence of the younger son's rebellion. Eventually after 

leaving his father, the younger son basically finds himself alone in a distant country unable to provide for 

himself and worse off even than the pigs he was hired to work with. (At this mention of the pigs, we can't 

miss the fact that his job working with them would have been all the more repulsive to the faithful Jews 

listening to Jesus because the pig was an unclean animal according to Jewish law.) This young man in his 

sin, desired so much to be free from his father's household, and he gained that freedom, and he 

experienced the results, the consequences, the effects of sin in his life.  So he finds himself alone, 

unprotected, utterly exposed, desperate, even defeated in light of his sin. Those are the effects of sin.  Sin 

drives us away from God.  It drives us away from others, leaves us alone, and it disfigures us.  
 

As Jesus presents this young man among the pigs, he is really just a pitiful shadow of his former self.  He 

has literally reaped what he has sown.  There is nothing pretty or pleasant about it. Again I think of King 

David here and his prayer of repentance. David shows us the result of sin in what he prays for. One of the 

things David prayers for in Psalm 51 as he repents of his sin is for a restoration of joy and gladness. He 

says, “let these bones that you've crushed rejoice.”  He asks these things because they were gone.  David 

sinned, and joy and gladness and the ability to rejoice and even to sing the praises of God, left him 

entirely.  David's sin affected him to the point of utter despair.  He lived without these things which are so 

crucial to having any meaning or hope in life at all. You just can't live without joy or hope.  They were 

gone for David and he pleads with God to bring them back. David in many ways was living alone without 

God after his sin. He was alone in his sin and prays to God to restore that fellowship.   

 

By way of a side note, it's interesting to see at the very end of Psalm 51 that David not only prays this 

prayer of repentance, but in the last couple of verses of the Psalm David prays for the prosperity of Zion. 

He prays for the church at the end of his Psalm of repentance. And I think one of the things this shows us 

is that sin not only drives us away from God, but our sin, individual and private as it may be, has a 

corporate effect as well. All of us are affected by one another's sin in drastic and terrible ways. And David 

recognized that. Not only does he pray for the Lord's forgiveness and restoration of him, but he prays for 

the church as well.  

 

These are the results of sin, but David repented. That's how David faced the nature of his sin and the 

consequences of his sin.  He repented. And when the prodigal son recognizes what has happened, what he 

has done, and the results of his living, he repents. 

 

The parable shows us the necessity of repentance.  
 

And that brings us to the final thing we see as we look at this part of the parable, the necessity of 

repentance.  

 

It's in light of his pitiful and desperate situation that the prodigal looks around and comes to his senses. 

He says, “Look at me, look at me, this is not how I'm supposed to be.” He looks at himself and comes to 

his senses and he knows enough about the goodness of his father to understand that although he doesn't 

deserve it, his father may very well hire him as a servant.  And then at least he’ll be able to eat again. In 

considering this and understanding at least a small little portion of what his father is like, he composes a 

statement of repentance. He admits his sin against his father and against God. He says, “Father I have 

sinned against you and against heaven.” He admits the fact that he is no longer worthy to be called his 

son. And he composes, practices, and thinks about what he's going to say as he travels back to see his 

father and give him this statement of repentance.  

 

And while he is still a long way off, his father sees him and has compassion on him and runs to him and 

embraces him and kisses him. And before the son can even get through this prepared statement of 
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repentance, the father has his son clothed with the finest garments.  And in his joy he throws a feast for 

his son.  

 

Here is the central theme of the parable - the very theme of the whole of Scripture - here is that window 

into the very heart of God - this picture of a father embracing and kissing and rejoicing over his wayward 

son - and in light of the nature and scope of the son’s sin, how terrible it was, this picture is all the more 

amazing! Jesus tells this parable because he's been accused of receiving sinners. And his answer to 

that accusation is a resounding, “Yes, guilty as charged!”  Not only does Jesus receive sinners, he 

embraces and kisses and rejoices over them. It's an amazing thing.  

 

We will talk more about this next week when we look at the father's response in a little more detail. But 

for now we need to recognize that the father would not be embracing and rejoicing over the son if the son 

had not repented. And that's what we see here, the absolute necessity of the repentance that has to take 

place among the true children of God.  

 

This is exactly what the Pharisees were lacking, isn't it?  Repentance. They just wouldn't do it.  They 

didn't like the idea. They would have been horrified by the very notion. They would not have been 

capable of crying out to God in repentance as we have already done this morning privately and 

corporately. They would not have been able to utter those words that are written in our bulletin. And it 

seems even when they may have tried to repent, they still missed the point.  

 

Jesus points this out in Luke 18 when he tells the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector praying at 

the temple. The tax collector prays and in his prayer he does nothing but repent and confess his sins.  

That's the whole scope of his prayer. The Pharisee comes along and in his prayer he simply says, “God, 

thanks for not making me like that guy over there.” That's about as good of a repentance he could give. 

“Thanks for not making me a sinner like him.” You see, it's the sinners; it's that tax collectors, the lowlife, 

the scum, the immoral… they are the ones that saw and understood their need to repent, and they were 

drawn to Jesus precisely because they knew that he would receive them.  

 

And that leads us to the question this morning for all of us. Do you know that Jesus will receive you? Do 

you know that truth? Do you know that God will embrace you and kiss you and rejoice over you and dine 

with you if you repent? Do you know that truth? If you are a sinner at all, and that is to say, if you are not 

self-righteous like the Pharisees; if you understand the scope and weight and guilt of your sin (and when I 

say guilt, I don't mean that feeling of guilt, but the reality of guilt - being found wanting before the 

righteous demands of God law); if you know your sin at all, then the reality is that it is sometimes hard to 

believe that God will receive us, isn't it? Isn't that sometimes hard to believe? It doesn't make sense to us.  

It's not how we are brought up to think in our society. We know that our actions deserve just punishments, 

and that's true. God does not deny that.  But the punishment that should come upon us, of course, has 

come upon Jesus. 

 

And what we struggle with at time is the simple fact that what we see most clearly in our lives is our sin. 

Our sin is what we see and understand in profound ways. And what we see dimly, and what we 

sometimes wonder if it's really there, is God's grace and mercy. We think to ourselves, “Can God really 

be that good? Is it possible?” Logically it just doesn't make sense.  It can't really be true, we think. But the 

picture Jesus uses in these parables is one of a God who not only forgives, but actively seeks and goes 

after lost sinners.  

 

That's what the first two parables are about in Luke 15.  The lost sheep and the lost coin give us a picture 

of someone going actively after that which is lost. And more than that, as I continue to emphasize, he 

rejoices and embraces these sinners.  He smiles when those who are precious to him return home, no 

matter where they have been.  
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Repentance should be a central part of the normal Christian life. 

 

At this point someone may ask, “Pastor Aaron, what about for the mature Christian, what do you have for 

the mature Christian?” You might be thinking, “Surely the parable of the prodigal son is a good parable, 

but it's not for me.  It's a parable exclusively about becoming a Christian, not being a Christian, isn't it?” 

And to this I say no!  It's also a parable about being a Christian. And I say this because we are always 

going to be prodigal children of God as long as we live on this earth, Christians though we are. All of us 

sin daily.  And in that sin we expose that awful desire that remains within us, to greater or lesser degrees, 

to be free of God's reign over us. All of us continue to be prone to wander, prone to leaving the very God 

that we love. And we all need to be reminded of the very simple fact that at every moment, in spite of our 

sin, God stands ready to embrace and kiss and rejoice over us and receive us as children into his 

household.  

 

When Martin Luther posted his 95 theses in 1517 challenging the Catholic Church’s use of indulgences, 

the very first thing he wrote, the very first theses says this… these are the words that fueled the Protestant 

Reformation, “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said “Repent” in Matthew 4:17, he willed the 

entire life of believers to be one of repentance.” Luther's understanding was that repentance was to be 

a central, foundational aspect of the normal Christian life.  With these words the Reformation began. 

Luther took sin seriously, he understood its nature and results and effects. Therefore he took repentance 

seriously, and therefore he took God’s indescribable grace seriously.  And what was the result? The result 

was a powerful wave of renewal and genuine Reformation taking place in Christ’s church. And 

sometimes I wonder what God may have in store for us if we are willing to repent in serious ways and 

turn and go to the open and gracious arms of God.  

 

I'm not only thinking of Martin Luther, I think also of the apostle Paul at the peak of his maturity as a 

Christian, at the very end of his life when he was writing Timothy, his son in the faith. Paul writes these 

words in 1 Timothy 1:15, again offering a good summary of what the Bible is all about… “The saying is 

trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.”  And 

Paul doesn't stop there.  He goes on and at the peak of his Christian maturity he says, “Jesus came into 

this world to save sinners of whom I am the foremost.” So what we see here is that Paul's need for 

repentance didn't dwindle as he matured in the faith. Instead, his confession late in his Christian life that 

he is the worst of all sinners indicates that his need for repentance grew as he grew as a Christian. And it 

grew not because he was becoming more and more sinful.  The Bible doesn't say that’s what happens to 

Christians.  Indeed, the Bible indicates that we will grow and mature and sin less and less because of the 

renewing and sanctifying work of God's Spirit within us. That's the normal path of Christians.  So, Paul 

wasn't becoming more sinful, but he was seeing his sin more. In his maturity, as he grew to understand 

God's righteous laws, as he grew to understand his own heart and what kinds of sins his heart was capable 

of generating, Paul understood that he is the chief of all sinners and therefore that he needs to repent all 

the more. And as Paul learned this each day, as he learned more and more that he was more and more 

sinful than he originally realized, he would have also been learning that God's grace is actually a little 

more gracious, a little more magnificent, a little more wonderful, a little more all-encompassing than 

anyone could ever think possible.  

 

And again, we need to consider King David as well. When we read in the Old Testament about King 

David in 2 Samuel 11 (that's the chapter describing David's sin) we would have no indication whatsoever 

that he was a believer, that he was a true child of the faith. The only way you know that he was a true 

believer, a true child of God, is not from 2 Samuel 11, but from 2 Samuel 12.  There, when confronted 

with his sin he repents in a powerful way. That's how we know David is a believer in the Lord, and that is 

the normal pattern of the Christian life… continuously repenting before God and knowing the 

truth that he rejoices over you.  
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Go back to verse 1 of chapter 15, which simply says that tax collectors and sinners were drawing near to 

Jesus. To repent is to draw near to Jesus.  Just as the prodigal son returned to his father's arms, we 

are daily called to walk in that repentance. 
 

We don't have to stop and think very long to understand the awful, terrifying, horrible scope of what our 

hearts are capable of, do we? That's what David understood.  That's what Paul understood.  That's what 

Martin Luther understood.  These men also understood what God is like.  They knew that although God 

does indeed sit in judgment over those who sin and rebel against him, he is also gracious and merciful to 

repentant sinners. 

 

The rejoicing father in the parable of the prodigal son matches the joy of God himself as recorded for us 

in Zephaniah 3:17, “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over 

you with gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing.”  God rejoices 

and sings over sinners who repent and return to him! 

 

As we consider this parable, and the words of Zephaniah 3:17, I can't help but think, “If God is this good, 

if God rejoices over us and embraces us and exalts over us and kisses us even while we are still 

sinners, then we have to ask ourselves the question, why do we rebel against him in sin in the first 

place?”  As we come to the Lord’s Table this morning we are reminded of the absolute ridiculous and 

extreme nature of our sin and our need to repent.  But we are also reminded of the exceedingly great 

goodness and grace of God shown to us through Jesus Christ.   

 

So this morning we come to the Lord’s table hearing the challenge first to repent and call upon God and 

see his grace, and second to go forth from here, walking faithfully under his good reign over our lives. 


