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“The Rest of the Story” 
 

Here they were again:  those smug, arrogant, self-righteous and judgmental religious folks, 

 once more complaining to Jesus about the company he was keeping. 

He didn’t respond in kind – although he might have been tempted to do so. 

 Instead, Jesus told 3 stories – about a lost coin and a lost sheep, and then the one we heard today. 
 

Often called “The Prodigal Son”, it’s a parable that has become perhaps the most beloved story in the Bible, 

  and it’s no wonder.   

 The story of a son who leaves home, squanders his money, hits bottom and returns home in shame, 

  and yet is welcomed into his father’s welcoming arms without even a hint of reproach, 

   fills us with emotion, and even brings tears to our eyes.   

But that’s only the first part of the story that began, 
11b

“There was a man who had two sons”.  TWO sons.   

 There’s the younger one whose story we love,  

 and then there’s the other one – the older brother who we don’t talk about too much. 
 

Perhaps we don’t talk about him because he’s such an unlikeable character. 

Perhaps we don’t talk about him because we don’t know the end to his story.   

Perhaps we don’t talk about him because we prefer the story to end on the happy note of reconciliation.   

But it doesn’t.   

The story doesn’t end on a note of resolution, but leaves us hanging – which is exactly what Jesus intended. 
 

Remember what caused Jesus to tell the story?   

After this long parable and the 2 before it, it’s easy for us to forget,  

 but it was the self-righteous attitude of the religious authorities towards those they considered “sinners 

   that provoked Jesus to tell this story in the first place –  

  the same self-righteous attitude with which Jesus describes the older brother.   

So it is the story of the elder brother which is actually the point of the story.   

 The story of the younger one simply sets the stage. 
 

To truly understand this story, we need to remember its setting. 

 The culture was one that valued family above all things.   

  “Honor your father and mother” was not only a religious commandment –  

   it was part of the very fabric of a society in which children served as one’s retirement plan. 

  Identity was not a personal thing, but a family one. 

 Inheritance was usually distributed upon the death of the father,  

  with any daughters receiving simply a dowry, and sons dividing the remainder in equal shares 

    with the exception of the eldest son who would receive 2 shares.   

 Occasionally a man would distribute his inheritance before he died, 

   but he would be the one to offer – sons would never ask. 

  And if he did distribute his inheritance before he died, his children would have been expected  

   to stay at home, work in the family business, and take care of their parents for the rest of their lives. 

 Even when inheritance was given, it was expected to be retained in service of the family. 

  You didn’t sell the family land or the family home for cash.* 

And so it is clear that the younger son dishonored his father,  

 first by asking for his inheritance, second, by leaving home with it, and third, by losing it. 

And yet the father welcomes his son back with open arms,  

 waving away any apologies, and without a single word of reproof. 

This seems so foolish in a way.   

 The son had screwed up bigtime, and there was no guarantee he wouldn’t do so again.   

 And certainly you wouldn’t want the son to think you condoned his behavior 

  or that the answer to poor choices was a simple, “Sorry”.   

And yet, the father makes it clear  

  that it’s not about what his son has done in the past or what he might do in the future.   

 The only thing that matters is that his son has come home, he can once again hold him in his arms,  

  and feel only one thing – sheer joy. 



Calling this story the Prodigal Son is a misnomer, because not only is it about 2 sons,  

 but about the Prodigal – or Extravagantly Generous – Father, 

  who embraces the son that smells like a pig,  

  puts one his finest robes on his son’s filthy body, 

  kills his finest animal,  

  & invites the whole community to celebrate the return of the son who has been the shame of the village. 

Such behavior would have been seen as entirely as reckless and wasteful as his son’s had been! 

 But who cared?   

 His son was back and the family was whole again!  

 There could be nothing better in the entire world!   
 

Enter son number one. 

 The younger son had certainly dishonored his father;  

  but now the elder son dishonors him by refusing to join the party.   

 While the younger son began by saying, “Father”, the elder one skips the respectful address  

  and begins by ordering his father to listen to the verbal thrashing he is about to deliver – 

   taking on the role of a scolding parent,    

   and assuming authority over his father instead of deferring to his father’s authority over him.
 
 

   We learn a lot about this son in this short tirade. 

  Instead of appreciating being a part of the family business, he resents having “slaved” for his father. 

  He says he has never disobeyed his father’s command, yet that is what he is doing at that very moment! 

  And he says he would have been happy having a party for his friends,  

   yet he cannot find any pleasure at all in his brother’s return.* 
 

By refusing to celebrate his brother’s return and come to the party, his actions are as shockingly disrespectful  

 to his family and his community as his younger brother’s had been. 

And yet, the father responds with grace to him as well. 

 While the older son disrespected his father, by refusing to address him as such, 

  his father addresses him as “son”, and the word he chooses is not the usual one,  

   but the tender, more inviting one more accurately translated as “my child”. 

 While the older son refuses to call his sibling “brother”, but rather “this son of yours”, 

  his father refers to his younger son as “this brother of yours” 

   not as a reprimand but as a reminder of the relationship. * 
 

Jesus addresses this story to those who were the religious insiders –  

 the respectable people who went to worship, obeyed scripture, and tried to live up to God’s commandments. 

And let’s face it – that’s who we are –  

 we’re the respectable, law-abiding, church-going, people that deserve God’s love.  

Except we don’t.   

 We’re no more deserving than the younger brother. 

 And if for a single moment we think we are, we’re no more deserving than the older one either. 

But that doesn’t matter, because it’s not about us as individuals. 

 It’s about the relationship we have with God and the relationships we have with each other. 
 

It’s about God’s love that is so much greater than even the deepest love we have ever known. 

 It’s about a God who has already forgiven and forgotten our mistakes of the past. 

 It’s about a God who has no need to extract promises that we’ll behave better in the future.  

 It’s about a God who simply wants to welcome us, embrace us, and love us. 
 

God is the Prodigal Parent, the One whose love has no limits,   

 the One who loves everyone no matter who we are or what we’ve done, 

 the One who loves us all equally – completely – abundantly.  
 

God has welcomed us home and the party has begun.   

 We can find fault with our brothers, resent God for loving them, and refuse to come to the party. 

 Or we can open our hearts and join in the celebration – 

  the celebration of a God who loves us more than we know.  Amen    

_______________ 
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