
June 21, 2026 Third Sunday after Trinity
Text: Luke 15:11-32

The Parable of the Prodigal Son is one of the most well-known parables of Jesus, and with good 
reason.  It takes the basic message of what Christianity is all about, the message of sin, repentance, and 
the grace of God, and presents it in a very human way.  As Jesus leads us through the story of this 
prodigal son, He shows us what He has done for each and every one of us.

The beginning of this parable tells us about sin, and what sin does to us.  As it starts off, we’re 
introduced to a man and his two sons.  The younger son tells the father, “Father, give me the share of 
the property that is coming to me.”  One simple sentence, but one that is truly awful.  This younger son 
tells his father that he wants his inheritance, and he wants it now.  This is selfishness, and selfishness to 
the extreme.  When do you normally receive an inheritance?  When your father dies.  So in making this 
demand, what is the son telling his father?  “I wish you were dead.”

All that the father has provided for the son – a home, food, clothing, and everything else – is 
ignored.  The way that the father had brought the son up, the wisdom and experience he had shared 
with him – despised.  The future that the father was providing for his son, the land handed down 
through generations, the security of having such a place to call your own – rejected.

The son knows better.  He wants what’s “his,” and he wants it now, so that he can use it as he 
pleases, and he knows is best for him.

And what does this son “know” is the best use of this inheritance?  Jesus says, “The younger 
son took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.”  The son 
takes the land and livestock and sells them to get money that he can take with him.  He trades away 
those things that require patience but also grant stability, and in their place he gets what he can use 
now, to get what he wants right away.  And he certainly uses it to get what he wants, to satisfy his 
cravings and desires.  No thought for the future, no thought for others, just himself in the here and now.

Jesus here paints an excellent picture of sin.  All that we have comes to us from God.  This 
includes our possessions, our talents and skills, our place in life, the people in our lives, even our lives 
themselves.  It all comes from our Father.

And in addition to giving us all that we have, our Father also instructs us in the best way to live 
and use these gifts.  As the all-knowing, all-wise, and all-loving God, the Lord knows precisely what is 
best for us and for all people, and so He gives us His Word to lead us in that way.

But with sin, we rebel against God and turn in toward ourselves.  We see our stuff as ours, to do 
with as we please.  We see our lives as ours; no one can tell us what we should or shouldn’t do.  We see 
our purpose as being “happy” and doing what’s best for us.  We want to enjoy and use creation while 
ignoring the Creator.  Like the younger son, sin leads us to want the gifts, the blessings of the Father, 
but the Father Himself – not so much.
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How well does this work out for us?  Well, how well did it work out for the younger son?  “And 
when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need.”  
Leaving his father’s house, burning through all the possessions his father had worked to give to him, 
left him with no security, no provision.  The moment that trouble came – which it always does – all the 
happiness that money had “bought” him dried up like the land itself.  In a good instance of irony, the 
young man’s concern only for himself had left him unable to care for himself.

But that’s no problem; he can figure this out, make it by himself.  Jesus continues, “So he went 
and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs.”  
He got a job.  Not the most glamorous, but it’ll do.  He can work his way out of this problem, right?  
No, he can’t.  “And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him 
anything.”  Turns out this job still left him dirty and starving.  He’d even eat the pigs’ food, but the 
problem is that it’s no good for him.  Human digestion can’t process the carob pods.  His efforts to save 
himself are worthless.

Here we get another lesson concerning sin.  Because sin separates us from God, it separates us 
from God’s goodness and provision.  When things are great, who needs God?  That attitude is probably 
responsible for why our country, being very prosperous, has increasingly fallen away from God.

But when hard times come, all that pleasure and wealth and so-called success fall away.  Faced 
with loss and tragedy, and especially death, all the stuff in this world is meaningless.  Yet like the young 
man, we at first might think, “If I just work hard and be a good person, I’ll be able to fix this.”  Like the 
job feeding pigs, though, this too comes up empty.  We might be able to distract ourselves, or fool 
ourselves, but in the end, no human effort can solve the great problems we face.  Nothing we do can 
deliver us from the suffering and finally death that our sins bring upon us.

So what then?  This is where Jesus shifts from sin to the beginning of hope: repentance.  He 
says, “But when he (the young man) came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father's hired servants 
have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger!’”

Being at his lowest point, he comes to his senses.  He realizes that his decisions have landed 
him in this terrible position.  And He also realizes that his father’s ways are so much better, that they 
bring blessing to everyone connected to him.  Even his father’s hired hands, the guys in the lowliest 
positions on the place, have all that they need and more.

So what does he do with this realization?  He says, “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.’”  The son is going to repent.  That word, repent, 
means to turn, to turn away, to turn back.

He doesn’t say that he’s going back to demand more money from his father so he can go on 
with his reckless living.  No, he’s leaving those ways behind, turning back to his father, back to the way 
that he realizes is best.  The son says he will confess that what he’s done has wronged both God and his 
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father, and that he doesn’t deserve anything.  He’ll merely ask for a place at the lowliest position, to be 
treated like a hired man.

This is an excellent illustration of what repentance is.  It’s not a grudging, forced admission of 
guilt.  Rather, it’s a realization of the truth of our condition and what we’ve done against God and our 
neighbor.  And this realization of truth, this repentance, is itself a gift from God, the Holy Spirit turning 
on that light bulb.  The Bible speaks clearly of repentance as something that God grants.  It may be 
resisted, but it’s still the working of God in the heart.

We also see here that repentance involves a turning, turning away from sin and back to God and 
His ways.  This comes out of that realization of truth.  When we believe that sin offends God, harms 
our souls, and hurts our neighbors, and that God’s ways bring glory to His name and His blessing upon 
us and upon our neighbors, then we’ll strive to turn away from sin and back to God.

Now, repentance doesn’t mean that we’ll never be tempted again, or that we’ll never fall into sin 
again.  But it does mean that when we fall, we strive to get back up and continue again on the path that 
the Lord has set before us.

This leads then to the most beautiful part of this parable, the part that shows us that we aren’t 
alone on this path, that it isn’t our strength that lifts us up from where we’ve fallen; it is the grace of 
God.  The younger son gets up out of the pig pen and heads back to his father.  And then we hear, “But 
while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him 
and kissed him.”  What a beautiful picture!

The son is still a long way off when the father sees him, and not just sees but recognizes him.  
What does this tell us?  It tells us that the father must have been looking for his son, watching, waiting, 
hoping.  It tells us that the father remembers his son, remembers those things that only a father or 
mother would know that would let him recognize his son from far off.  He hasn’t forgotten or written 
off this wayward child.

Once he recognizes his son, what happens?  He feels compassion.  This goes against every 
inclination of our sinful flesh.  Here’s the son who wasted a huge chunk of his estate, who abandoned 
his family, who wished his own father dead.  How might we feel in the father’s shoes?  Angry?  
Repulsed?  Self-righteous?

But the father feels none of that.  He feels compassion.  He is filled with love, love for this boy 
who has hurt him so deeply.  That love leads him to run, run to meet him, run to grasp his son in his 
fatherly arms, run to give a kiss to this one who had betrayed him.  The father sees his wayward son 
returning, and his first and only thought is love.

This love has an incredible effect on the son as well.  We see this, I think, in that he only 
manages to get out the first part of what was probably a well-rehearsed speech.  He confesses that he 
has sinned against heaven and his father.  He admits that he is no longer worthy to be called his son.  
But he doesn’t manage to ask to be a hired hand.  Is this because his father, in love, interrupts before he 
can get to it?  Or is it because, after having his father come running and embracing him, he realizes 
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there’s nothing he can do that would match such love?  Either way, the father’s love, his grace, 
completely stops any notion that the son needs to earn his way back into the household, or that he even 
could.

The father’s compassion, his love and mercy, continue to be poured out onto his son.  He calls 
out 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.  And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate.”

With each of these, the father is showing that this son of his is restored.  Whatever filth-covered 
rags his son was wearing are replaced with a robe – the best robe.  His hands, which hadn’t touched 
anything but pig slop recently, now have a ring put on them.  His feet, bare, calloused, maybe even 
bleeding after a long journey, are washed and new sandals placed upon them.  And especially, his son’s 
hunger – so great that he would’ve even eaten the inedible pods fed to swine – is satisfied with the 
fattened calf.

Why does the father do all this?  “For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and 
is found.”  His son, who had wandered so far to be as good as dead – after wishing his father was dead, 
remember – is back, alive!  His boy is home, and there’s nothing a father wants more than that.

How can you even draw out all the love, grace, and mercy that God shows to us in this parable?  
Our God is filled with compassion for us, even as poor, miserable sinners.  He runs to us, embracing us, 
lifting us up from where we’ve fallen.  He hears our confession, and before we can try to say that we’ll 
make it right, He declares that, for the sake of Jesus, we are completely forgiven.  He isn’t repulsed by 
the filth of our sins, but clothes us in His own righteousness.  He takes those hands of ours that have 
done wickedness and places in them the riches of His Word and Sacrament.  He heals those wounds 
that our sins have brought upon us and places the Gospel of peace upon our feet, to walk again in His 
ways.  He satisfies our longings with the riches of His only-begotten Son, who was sacrificed for us 
upon the cross and raised so that we might be brought into His eternal, heavenly feast.

When we repent and are restored to Him, be it someone coming to faith for the first time, or a 
Christian being absolved for the hundredth time, He rejoices.  He, the Lord God, with the angels and 
saints of heaven, celebrate!  Why does our Father do this?  As His word tells us, “even when we were 
dead in our trespasses, [He] made us alive together with Christ.”  God is our Father, and as our Father, 
He wants nothing more than having all His sons and daughters at home with Him.

This parable vividly shows us the grace of God.  That grace leads us to repent of our sins and 
desire to walk in God’s ways.  That grace overflows and restores us, no matter how far we’ve fallen.  
That grace keeps us humble and leads us to rejoice over all sinners who come home to our Father.  We 
are saved by grace, made alive in Christ, brought into the house of our Father.

In His holy name, amen.
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