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Examining Jesus’ Three Interconnected Parables
Luke 15

 

by Phil Grasham

The focus of this research paper is the socio-cultural and historical 
aspects that lie behind the three ‘lost’ parables of Luke 15. Some may 
immediately want to question whether it is necessary to scrutinise the
setting and worldview perspectives in what are stories rather than 
actual events. However, the background information and specific 
details help to establish the historical and theological context into 
which the parables were given, thereby revealing both meaning and 
application.

Three quick points before we begin. First, please note that I will be 
using the NIV Bible translation. Secondly, many different authors have
been consulted. However, to keep the flow of the text, I will simply 
give their names and then list those sources I believe are the most 
helpful at the end. Thirdly, as we walk through these stories, you may 
find it helpful to have your Bible open to Luke 15. It is imperative that 
the Scripture stands above my investigation and is allowed to speak 
for itself.

Bernard Scott insists that the three parables in Luke 15 cannot be 
separated either from each other or their context in Luke’s overall 
message. Certainly, the three stories seem to be connected both 
grammatically and thematically. Howard Marshall agrees and adds 
that this chapter “forms one self-contained and artistically 
constructed unit with a single theme”.

Consequently, it will be important for us to study all three of the linked 
stories – each with their similarities and differences to each other. 
The greatest attention will be given to the third parable known to 
many as ‘The Parable of the Prodigal Son’. This is not simply because it 
is the longest, but because the first two parables lay a foundation upon
which the third is built.   
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The setting to the telling of these stories is significant. Luke 15 begins 
with tax collectors and sinners coming near to Jesus to hear what he 
had to say. This provoked a reaction amongst the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law. They were scandalised that, rather than 
confronting these people about their sinful lifestyles, Jesus both 
welcomed them and readily sat down and ate with them.

Jacob Neusner comments that the Pharisees had determined it was 
possible to keep the Torah and still live among the common people. 
However, for this to happen, they had to be fastidious about 
ceremonial purity and, in particular, the laws of kashrut. In practice, 
this meant they were meticulous about what they ate and with whom.
Thus, every time Jesus sat and ate with anyone and everyone, it was a 
radical demonstration of God’s kingdom. 

Louis Goldberg notes that Mishnah Berakot 43 states that a Pharisee 
must not eat with ‘am-Ha-Aretz’ (literally ‘people of the land’). 
In addition, Paul Barnett also quotes from the Mishnah (Demai 2:2 
and 2:3) which states that a trustworthy man should not be a guest of 
an ‘am Ha-Aretz’. Neusner tells us that in the first-century AD, there 
were three hundred and forty-one oral laws and two-thirds of them 
dealt with table-fellowship. Hence, the Pharisees aggravation at Jesus’ 
acceptance of sinful, unclean men and women. 

In the Bible, the Greek word translated ‘tax collectors’ usually refers 
to Jewish men employed by Gentiles with tax-collecting contracts. 
These Gentile tax farmers hired Jewish nationals to be their 
face-to-face collecting agents. This meant the Jewish men were in 
contact with Gentiles and so were regarded as ceremonially unclean. 
In addition, their role was open to corruption and many overcharged 
and then appropriated the difference. Unsurprisingly, these men were 
loathed both by the religious establishment and by their fellow 
countrymen. 

For the word ‘sinners’, Erich Kiehl defines this as those who fall short 
of the Mosaic regulations. He adds that this included those who 



3

participated in immorality as well as anyone involved in what were 
regarded as dishonourable vocations, such as animal drivers, dyers, 
pedlars, sailors, shepherds, tanners, and so forth.  

These people were ‘gathering round’ Jesus. Marshall believes that the
use of the periphrastic (indirect and circumlocutory) form indicates a 
general statement relating to Jesus’ ministry rather than one specific
incident. That is to say, men and women regularly gathered round 
Jesus and his response must have habitually been one of acceptance. 
 
The response of the Pharisees was they ‘muttered’ against him. The 
Greek could also be ‘complained’ or ‘grumbled’. Peter Williams 
connects this with Israel repeatedly grumbling during the forty years 
of wilderness wanderings. Therefore, verse 2, “This man welcomes 
sinners and eats with them” was not a statement of affirmation but 
disapproval. As the imperfect tense is used, Luke records that the 
Pharisees and teachers of the law’s opposition was continual, so they 
kept on murmuring against Jesus. 

The Pharisees insisted the people thoroughly observe God’s Torah, 
so any apparent divergence from theTorah by Jesus was bound to 
cause friction. Therefore, Luke has established a contrast between the 
sinners drawing near and the Pharisees drawing back. 

In response to this criticism, Jesus told them, verse 3, ‘this parable’. 
The Greek is singular and what follows is three linked stories. 
Many scholars connect Jesus’ parables with the rabbinic method of 
meshalim (a broad term for figurative speech, including parables, 
allegories, fables, and riddles). This shows that Jesus taught using a 
culturally relevant and theologically recognised form of religious 
teaching. 

Within that honour and shame culture, this creative and indirect 
method of communication would have drawn people into the stories 
and challenged them without using a direct, confrontational style. 
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The Parables of the Shepherd and the Woman

I will examine the first two stories as a pair before considering the 
much longer third story. This is because the first two stories have a 
near identical structure. R. Alan Culpepper notes that both begin with 
a question and both end with a celebration among friends and 
neighbours. Herman Hendrickx remarks that, in the original Greek, 
Jesus’ first question includes the word ‘man’ which is unnecessary. 
However, it may have been included to make a contrast with the 
woman in the following story. 

In the first story, the shepherd having a hundred sheep has proved 
problematic. There is no agreement on whether one hundred sheep 
is a typical size for a flock or is an unusually high number. Craig Keener
states that this is an average sized flock. Conversely, Amy-Jill Levine
contends that a shepherd with that many sheep indicated a person of 
some wealth, as most ‘peasants’ would not have owned so many sheep. 

Ernst Wendland adds that it is very unlikely that the wealthy owner of
one hundred sheep would actually herd his flock by himself. Instead, 
he would have employed a lower-class citizen, or a poorer relative, to 
care for his sheep for him. All of this is further complicated by the fact 
that a shepherd could be in charge of sheep belonging to several 
different people or families.

Our next issue is whether the shepherd, as he sets out in search of the 
missing one, leaves the ninety-nine on their own. Norman Perrin 
argues that the shepherd leaves the other sheep unattended in the 
hills. Levine agrees and adds that he is so anxious about the lost sheep 
that he rushes off abandoning the others. However, the likelihood 
seems to be that a flock of one hundred sheep is far too many for one 
shepherd and so ‘our’ shepherd probably had at least one if not several 
assistants. Hence, it is probable that the shepherd left the flock in the 
care of one or more helpers. 
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This was certainly my experience while living among the Fulani in 
West Africa. Not only did the Fulani herdsmen and shepherds enjoy 
the camaraderie and companionship of others, but large flocks and 
herds are too much work for one individual. I believe we can assume 
that the shepherd, even with his concern for the lost one, was not 
going to put all the other sheep in danger by leaving them unprotected. 

After his search, of unknown duration, the parabolic shepherd found 
his lost sheep and carried it to safety. There are several points to be 
made here. In the Hebrew Bible, God is described as Israel’s shepherd 
and the metaphors of sheep and shepherds symbolise Israel and her 
leaders in numerous passages. Still, there seems to have been a shift, 
during the intertestamental period, as God is not referred to as a 
shepherd in the New Testament. 

Then again, we should note that Jesus in the Gospels refers to himself 
as a shepherd (e.g. Matthew 25:32, 26:31; Mark 14:27). Also, John 10 
is especially striking as Jesus refers to himself as ‘the good shepherd’ 
twice within a few statements (John 10:11, 14) as opposed to the ‘bad 
shepherds’ we read about in the prophetic literature. Plus, this is a 
topic taken up by Peter in his letters (e.g. 1 Peter 2:25, 5:4). 

The intertestamental shift may have occurred because the Sadducees 
and Pharisees often looked down on shepherds because they lived 
away from the temple and/or synagogues and because in their work 
with animals, they were often dealing with birthing, treating wounds, 
and handling carcasses, all of which caused ritual impurity. However, 
we need to be careful not to exaggerate the image of the ‘unclean 
shepherd’. We can say that Jesus’ hearers could relate to the 
occupation and shepherds are unlikely to have been an arbitrary 
choice with which Jesus chose to call attention to his teaching.

Furthermore, as with any group of people, it is erroneous to generalise 
the character of one with all. That is, as Kenneth Bailey argued, 
it would not be every shepherd who would choose to search for the 
lost sheep. 
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Bailey continued that there are no witnesses to whatever 
happens in the hills. Even though, as above, the probability is that the 
shepherd is not working alone, Bailey comments that, if the shepherd 
did have helpers, they would verify any story the shepherd concocted. 
The likelihood is that the assistants were youths and, in such a 
hierarchal society, would not contradict the head shepherd, especially 
if they were family members. 

Conversely, Kiehl comments that the shepherd had to either find the 
sheep, or some evidence of its demise, to show his community that he 
had neither sold it to someone from another village nor been negligent. 
He needed to prove he was still a reliable shepherd and worthy of 
their continuing confidence. This also relates to our point above that 
the shepherd would not have put the ninety-nine in danger to search 
for the missing one.  

Let us move onto the second parable in this pairing – the woman and 
the lost coin. This woman realises she has lost a coin, so lights a small 
handheld oil lamp, sweeps the house and searches carefully until she 
finds it. The Greek term (drachmas) for the coins is used only here in 
the four gospels. Mark Strauss states that it corresponded in value to 
the denarius and was roughly equivalent to one day's pay for a manual 
worker. The value of these coins, and so whether they represent a 
large or a small amount, is disputed. A. E. Harvey believes a drachma 
was a considerable sum of money and ten would probably have been 
her entire dowry or savings. Wendland agrees that ten coins 
represented a sizeable sum for a comparatively poor family. 

Contrariwise, Keener states that the fact the woman has only ten 
coins shows that her father’s family is not wealthy and the likelihood 
is she has married into a household of equal financial status. Culpepper 
concurs and adds that it is vital to realise that ten coins were not worth 
a great amount of money. He suggests that the purpose of the parable 
is misconstrued if the coins were of immense value as everyone would 
search for something of great worth. We should note these comments 
assume both the woman’s paucity and that the coins were connected 
to her dowry. 
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This is unclear from the text, so all we can say for sure is that she had 
ten coins and valued each of them. 

Craig Blomberg points out that the Hebrew word zuzim meaning 
‘coins’, also means those who have moved away or relocated. 
Therefore, we may be dealing with a word play which connects with 
people who have moved off or, as Blomberg puts it, those who have 
‘rolled away’. 

Observations on the first Two Stories 

First, we have the intensity of the searches. In the first story, we can 
imagine the shepherd traipsing up hills and stumbling into rocky 
valleys searching for the lost sheep. He may have needed to cover a lot 
of ground before finally finding the wandering ovine! John Nolland 
comments that, as within the story, the best way to handle a 
‘frightened and disorientated’ sheep is to catch hold of it, lift it onto 
one’s shoulders, and carry it home. 

In the second story, we can imagine the woman lighting a lamp and 
painstakingly sweeping her house and examining every nook in search 
of the lost coin. Keener tells us that first-century Jewish homes had 
rough stone floors with many gaps between the uneven stones. 
Barbara Reid asks whether a ‘savvy woman’ would use so much 
precious lamp oil before answering her own question with an 
emphatic ‘yes’. Accordingly, if we put these two images together, we 
have the exertion of the shepherd with the carefulness of the woman, 
as both of them seek what was lost and precious to them.

Secondly, we should note the importance given to the one – one sheep 
or one coin. The searches could have taken considerable time and 
energy as neither seeker knew exactly where to look. Consequently, 
they had no idea how long the searching would take. Nolland, 
commenting on the first story, writes: “The point of the parable is the 
disproportionate investment of effort and concern directed toward 
the one sheep”. We can add this is also true for the woman and her lost 
coin. 
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Tokunboh Adeyemo writes that the woman is not so content with 
the nine coins that she can disregard the missing one or believe it to be 
a trivial loss. The value of each missing ‘item’ is connected with the 
others in their groups. Put another way, the flock is not complete, and 
neither is the cache of coins, while there is one missing. 

Thirdly, both the shepherd and the woman are presented as 
honourable people. As the parable progresses, the issue of the main 
character’s honour is raised. Yet, by the end of these short stories, 
both characters have preserved their reputations. Wendland writes 
that in collective communities all significant events are meant to be 
shared for them to be legitimate. Hence, while the communities had 
not witnessed their efforts, both the shepherd and the woman called 
to their friends and neighbours so they might hear about their actions 
and realise what sort of people they were. 

The shepherd had maintained his honour (and, therefore, the honour 
of his family) and rescued the sheep for which he was accountable. 
Likewise, the woman had searched and successfully located her lost 
coin. She, also, called to her friends and neighbours, so that her 
community could recognise her diligence and perseverance. In the 
second story, Nolland notes that the grammar of ‘friends and 
neighbours’ reveal female companions as these are feminine nouns.  

Fourthly, in the first story, we read, “there will be more rejoicing in 
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous 
persons who do not need to repent” (Luke 15:7). This phrase raises 
several questions. What does ‘righteous’ mean? Blomberg comments 
that ‘righteous ones’ is a regularly positive term in the Gospels and 
denotes those who put their hope in God. We can note that someone 
described as righteous is one who is law abiding; it’s someone who is 
upright in character; someone who is obedient to God's 
commandments. For example, Deuteronomy 6:25 demonstrates the 
normal usage of this term, “And if we are careful to obey all this law 
before the Lord our God, as he has commanded us, that will be our 
righteousness.”
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The Greek expression ‘have no need’ is the same as in Luke 5:31, “The 
healthy ones have no need for a doctor.” Therefore, there may well be 
parallel statements between Luke 5:34 and Luke 15:7, (“I have not 
come to call righteous ones, but sinners to repentance”). J. Reiling and 
J. L. Swellengrebel comment that those ‘who do not need to repent’ is 
probably intended to be ironic. 

Conversely, Hendrickx reckons that while the phrase is often taken 
this way, it seems better to understand it as a way of “emphasising the 
importance God attaches to the repentance of a sinner”. One point 
worth stating is that while both stories end with this comment about 
repentance, there is no repenting in these stories! The shepherd lost 
his sheep, but we do not read about the shepherd repenting. Similarly, 
the sheep had not sinned and neither did it change its mind and make
 its way back to the flock. Similarly, with the woman, while she does 
admit she lost her coin, she does not repent and the coin, replaced 
with the others, obviously, does nothing at all. We must keep this in 
mind as we continue.  

Fifthly, in both stories, we should not miss the emphasis on joy. 
Bailey, in particular, believes that because of our cultural perspectives, 
Western theologians have emphasised the ‘finding’ and understated 
the importance associated with the ‘calling of the parties’. Reiling and 
Swellengrebel write that the phrase in verse 10 could be translated, 
“the angels of God will have joy”. In the first story, we have more 
rejoicing over one than the ninety-nine. Nevertheless, we should 
realise that does not mean there is no rejoicing over the righteous, 
but there is greater rejoicing over the repentant sinner. This may be 
due to the radical conversion from death to life, so it is no wonder 
there is greater rejoicing than for the righteous who obey the 
commandments.  

Finally, several commentators see Jesus and the atonement in these 
verses. For example, Norval Geldenhuys argues that, as Jesus taught 
this parable, he would have had in mind his own atoning death. This 
would seem to be an assumption, but Bailey agrees commenting that 
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the atonement is ‘unmistakably present’ in the effort of the search. 
In addition, while writing that the lost coin is completely inanimate, 

Bailey states that it is a symbol of repentance. The coin can do nothing 
for itself, so everything relies on the actions of the woman, “thus … 
repentance is being found”. Bailey concludes it is within these two 
stories that the doctrine of the atonement commences. It can be 
argued that this conclusion reads too much into the text. However, let 
us hold these ideas as we come to the third story.  

On their own, these two stories leave us with a lot of questions. 
Despite this, we have prepared the ground for what comes next. 
Gerald Stevens comments that the first two stories “set the stage for 
the drama of the third parable, which carries the burden of the 
meaning of Jesus' response to the Pharisees”.

The Parable of the Father and His Two Sons

From this point on, we will avoid the term ‘prodigal son’. Levine 
comments that this misnomer influences both what we learn and 
what we fail to learn from Jesus’ teaching. In other words, if we 
approach this third parable as “The Parable of the Prodigal Son”, we 
maintain an unhelpful bias towards the younger son when all three 
main characters are important in this parable. As this story is 
considerably longer than the pair we have studied above, we will take 
blocks of verses rather than attempting to wrestle with the whole 
text in one go. 

A Man and His Two Sons – Verses 11-12

In typical parabolic style, although the three human characters are 
introduced right at the beginning, we learn no names simply that: 
“There was a man who had two sons”. 

Now, much has been written on the younger son approaching his
father and asking for his portion of the property. 
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Brad Young suggests that the younger son is akin to the rebellious son 
of Deuteronomy 21:18-21. Furthermore, Greg Forbes notes that as 
the son's application is discourteous and disrespectful, he comes across 
as the ‘truculent fool’ from the Wisdom tradition. 

These observations may be correct. However, there has been an 
assumption imposed on the request that seems to be unwarranted – 
the younger son was, in effect, saying: “Father, I wish you were dead”. 
This view is held by numerous biblical commentators. However, none 
of these scholars give any supporting evidence. 

In fact, Bernard Jackson, a Jewish legal scholar, writes, “Jewish 
sources give no support to the idea that the prodigal … wishes his 
father dead”. In addition, Jon Levinson writes that there were no 
specific laws against a son asking for his inheritance from his father 
and there was nothing definitive that said the father was legally 
prohibited from distributing the inheritance. 

In addition, John D. Barry writes, “Although the most natural time of 
bequeathing or transference occurred at the father’s death (see 
Numbers 27:8–11), this request does not amount to a wish that his 
father was dead. A man could give property to his heirs or distribute 
it on request while he was still alive (as in this parable).”

Levine states that asking for one’s inheritance showed an absence of 
judgement, but it was not a sin. However, she does add elsewhere that 
the request was “one without honour, mercy, or concern for the 
father’s wishes”. Tom Wright adds: “In Jesus’ culture this would … be 
seen as shameful, with the younger son abandoning his obligations”. 
Consequently, the demand certainly seems to have been disrespectful, 
but ‘the greater sin’ seems to be the younger son’s desire to sever 
relationships with his father and his family, rather than the younger 
son actually wishing his father was no longer alive. No doubt, in the 
eyes of the community, there would be enormous shame on the family 
as it fragmented and the younger son departed. We should not 
underestimate the strong emotions and reactions to all this.
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Nevertheless, there are three main characters in this parable, so we 
need to consider how the other two characters feature in this opening 
exchange. First, the father – verse 12 says that the younger son asked 
and the father gave. It is frequently overlooked that the father had a 
choice; he could have said ‘no’. Also, Levine believes when a person 
sinned, it was the responsibility of his father, or an older male relative, 
to help him deal with his sin. For this reason, if the younger son had 
sinned in his request then his father should have reprimanded his son, 
but there is no hint of this within the text. In fact, the father consented 
and divided his property between both of his sons. Keener states, 
rather strongly, that Jesus’ audience would have considered the father 
“stupidly lax to pamper such an immoral son”. With this in mind, we 
should recognise that Jesus’ hearers will be puzzled and already 
wondering how this story might continue. 

Second, the older brother – Wendland observes that, as above, in the 
context of the younger son’s request, the older brother should have 
stepped forward, taken the role of a mediator, and endeavoured to
reconcile the matter between his father and his younger brother. 
Bailey adds that the older son should have taken up his responsibility 
to mediate as he was the one with the closest affiliation to both
parties. All through this opening scene, the older brother not only 
remained silent, but he also quietly accepted his share of the 
inheritance. There are only two sons in the story and, if the father 
abided by the stipulation given in Deuteronomy 21:17, then the older 
son would have received two-thirds of the inheritance. Accordingly, 
it is possible that, at the beginning of this parable, Jesus is exposing 
the relationships between all of the three main characters.  

The Father and His Younger Son – Verses 13-16 

After an unspecified length of time, the younger son amassed his funds
and headed off to a faraway country. He, obviously, did not claim his 
inheritance to be able to settle, but to be able to depart. Bailey argued 
that the younger son not only wanted the right of possession, but he 
also wanted the right of disposal of his inheritance. Marshall adds that 
the Greek has the connotation of ‘to turn into cash’ rather than ‘to 
gather together’. 

 1
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This raises an interesting issue. If everyone believed that the younger 
son’s behaviour was so shameful then surely no honourable local 
inhabitant would have been willing to enter into any sort of business 
agreement with him. Consequently, either the younger son’s request 
was not as heinous as we sometimes hear or the younger son must 
have sold the land to an unscrupulous individual maybe even from 
another community. If it is the latter, this further compounds his 
shame and there is little wonder the younger son leaves so abruptly. 
Hendrickx writes that this phrase has the connotation of travelling 
away from his own family and community. Additionally, he states that 
in the Greek, it is also a synonym for ‘dying’. On his return, this 
synonym may link to the father’s comment that his younger son ‘was 
dead and is alive again’ (verse 24).

As the younger son leaves home, Bailey remarks that the community 
would have been shocked. He writes: “The prodigal is selling his own 
soul …” Laying aside Bailey’s flair for the overdramatic, this seems a far 
greater offence than asking for his inheritance. Tim Geddert remarks 
that Jesus’ hearers would have pondered how anyone could behave so 
appallingly toward his family. 

No specific information is given on the timescale but, whether quickly 
or over an extended period of time, the younger son wasted his money. 
Strauss notes that the Greek translated as ‘squandered’ often means ‘
to scatter’ with the idea of flinging his cash away. Culpepper adds that 
the noun form which is translated variously as ‘wild living’ has three 
other New Testament references. It is found in Ephesians 5:18, 
associated with drunkenness, in Titus 1:6 associated with unruliness, 
and in 1 Peter 4:3 where it is listed alongside debauchery, cravings, 
carousing and idolatry. 

To make matters worse, Jesus then tied the younger son’s poverty to
the arrival of a severe famine. Whatever his previous status, the 
younger son is now in dire need. Without any income, the younger son
‘hired himself out’ to a local citizen. The Greek verb implies that he 
forced himself on a citizen, who was reluctant to hire him, and only 
took him on after being persistently asked. 
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Reiling and Swellengrebel state that the meaning of this phrase is that 
he begged to work, possibly for no more than food. The younger son is 
in a desperate situation which is highlighted by the fact that he ends up 
feeding pigs. The majority of scholars note the repugnance with which 
Jesus’ Jewish hearers would have reacted to this information. Marshall 
comments that: “Feeding swine was … about as low as Jews could go; 
to wish to share their food was the nadir of degradation”. Indeed, the 
younger son’s downward trajectory hits its base when he begins to 
crave the pigs’ food.  

We should note just how far the younger son has travelled. He had 
disengaged himself from his family, his religion, and his community; 
he had claimed his inheritance, sold the family property, moved to a 
distant land, and wasted his money. Now, he was the hired help of a 
Gentile, feeding pigs, and even desiring their food. There is a pregnant 
pause, at the end of this section, as “no one gave him anything”. 

The Younger Son’s Return – Verses 17-20a

These next verses have generated considerable controversy. Reiling 
and Swellengrebel comment that the phrase “when he came to 
himself” can be understood as “when he recognised his situation for 
what it was”. This is a reasonable deduction, but the main argument 
concerns whether this phrase relates in any way to repentance. 

On the one hand, Geldenhuys believes that the younger son has, 
indeed, come to genuine repentance and the awareness of his guilt. 
Marshall agrees and states that the Greek text expresses a Semitic 
phrase which means ‘to repent’. Culpepper states that he does not 
simply now realise his circumstances, but he appreciates that he had 
sinned against both God and his father. Therefore, his subsequent 
confession verifies his genuineness. Nolland is also in agreement, 
stating that it is erroneous to distrust his sincerity. Moreover, 
Hendrickx strongly asserts that “it has been established beyond any 
reasonable doubt that this phrase is in both Aramaic and Hebrew an 
expression of repentance”. Even so, neither Marshall nor Hendrickx 
provide any textual evidence.
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On the other hand, there is a great deal of opposition to this viewpoint. 
Young states that the younger son’s change of heart is founded more 
on his own physical need than ‘a theological revelation’. David Fleer 
writes that for “the hungry, option-less son … there is no evidence that 
he has repented”. Levine goes further and observes that even while the 
younger son talks of becoming one of the hired servants, his language 
reveals the fact that he continues to think of himself as a son. 
For instance, he still thinks of the family’s patriarch as his father and 
not as his future master. Bailey, who writes extensively on the issue of 
motive, argues that the younger son simply wanted to convince his 
father to take him back as a free, self-supporting craftsman. Young 
concurs that the younger son does not ask to be taken back as a slave 
because his words show that he wanted to be paid for his work. Bailey 
continues that, as a paid worker, there would come a day when he 
might be able to pay back his father and so re-establish his status in 
the community. Therefore, Craig Evans and Gerd Petzke declare that 
“repentance is a theme artificially imposed on the parable”.

Keener also comments that Jesus’ listeners might have considered the 
younger son’s homecoming, “as an act of incredible presumption rather 
than humility”. In connection with this, Bailey discusses the ketsatsah 
ceremony where, because of a person’s shame, a large pot is broken in 
front of the offender, his name is shouted, and he is declared an outcast. 
While we can note the importance of this cultural insight, we should 
also note that there is no hint of this within this parable.  

For the younger son, it is likely that the pull of the family was strong. 
In collective societies, the family is the first place one would turn in a 
crisis. Douglas Milne comments: “Thoughts of his father’s house 
brought back images of wellbeing, love, security … all the experiences 
and pleasures that he had forfeited in the far country”. Certainly, we 
must not minimise the role that families play in collective communities. 
An individual is always identified by his family and the family is always 
the central point in a person’s thinking. For this reason, our text does 
not state that the younger son got up and returned home but 
specifically, “he arose and came to his father”. 
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Miroslav Volf remarks: “His return begins not with repentance but 
with something that makes the repentance possible – the memory of 
sonship”. 

The Father’s Reaction – Verses 20b-24

At this point, the father re-enters the story. The fact that the father 
sees his younger son from afar suggests the father is watching the road, 
although the text does not say this. All we can state with certainty is 
that, at some point, the father saw his younger son heading back. 
From what we have seen so far, the first hearers would have expected 
the father to react with either anger or disdain. Consequently, we 
should not miss the magnitude of what follows. Our text states that 
the father ‘was filled with compassion’. Robin Stockitt explains that 
the Greek word splagchnizomai signifies profound compassion coming 
from deep inside. At this moment, the father may not have been able
 to see his son’s countenance or attire – he certainly has not heard his 
son’s speech – yet his first emotion is compassion.

Stevens comments that the father should have rejected or rebuked 
his son. David Buttrick remarks that the father reacted in a way no 
proper patriarch would have reacted as he should have showed 
indignation and had nothing more to do with the younger son. Bailey 
states that the father should have shown outrage in order to uphold 
the reputation of the family. 

Even so, Levine believes the story shows a loving father who has 
desperately missed his son. She adds that his actions are far from 
being inappropriate. David Wenham writes that the father’s “heart 
goes out to his boy”. Culpepper writes that the father’s joy meant that 
he rejected any sense of decorum and ran as fast as he could to his 
younger son. Certainly, the father’s reaction, when he sees his son 
heading home, clearly shows that he is not a detached, uncommitted 
father. Bruce Malina, among many others, point out that: “Hiking up 
flowing robes in order to run not only lacks dignity, but it also 
inappropriately exposes legs to public view and hence causes 
dishonour”. 
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When the father reached his son, he embraced him (literally, ‘fell upon 
the neck of him’) and kissed him. This expression first appears in 
Genesis 33:4 where Esau and Jacob are reunited. There may be a 
Hebrew Bible allusion here since Jacob, the wandering son, 
is uncertain as to how his family member will react. In fact, Esau’s 
response corresponds to the parabolic father – he is overjoyed and 
embraces his brother. In addition, Harold Martin states that the Greek
more accurately states that the father ‘covered him with kisses’. 
Culpepper links this to the story of David and Absalom (2 Samuel 
14:33) arguing that, in both cases, the fathers’ kisses expressed 
forgiveness. We should not underestimate the fact that the younger 
son must have been shocked by such an exuberant welcome. In his 
best-case scenario, he is unlikely to ever have imagined that his father 
would run to him and so affectionately receive him back. 

The younger son began his pre-rehearsed speech but, it would seem, 
his father was too overjoyed to listen. The son mentions his sin and his
unworthiness but, before he can say anything about becoming a 
servant, the father called for his actual servants, who must have 
followed the father, to fetch three items – a robe, a ring, and sandals. 
All of these are not simply to be handed over to him but put on him. 
First, according to Reiling and Swellengrebel, the best robe may mean 
‘the most beautiful’. Keener believes that the robe would have 
belonged to the father. Bailey agrees and adds that when the 
community saw the younger son dressed in the father’s robe, everyone 
would respect him because of the clothes he wore. 

Secondly, Hendrickx believes the ring is the family signet ring and links 
this verse to Genesis 41:42 where Pharaoh gives his signet ring to 
Joseph. Conversely, Nolland argues that the ring is not the father’s 
signet ring, because the son is being welcomed home, but he is not 
being made the‘plenipotentiary’ with his father. Thirdly, sandals were 
not worn by slaves and so we have a third symbol showing the younger 
son’s restoration of status. Nolland continues by underlining the 
importance of appreciating that it is the father who initiates the 
restoration as the son ‘can do no more than come within reach’. The 
father receives his son back and reinstates his position.
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The father then called for the fattened calf to be killed. This fattened 
calf would have been an animal set aside for a special occasion and the 
father, obviously, regarded his son’s return as just such an occasion. 
Darrin Belousek affirms that the celebration declared to one and all 
that ‘the one once dishonoured is now to be honoured and made 
worthy of the family name’. Kiehl agrees, saying that the choice of the 
calf, with so much meat, shows that the whole village is to be invited 
which emphasises to everyone that the father had accepted him back 
as his son. 

Equally, the father’s parallel statements are noteworthy as they 
concern death and life; being lost and being found. Fred Craddock 
makes the point that on the literary rule of end stress, we should see 
that, “there is a condition worse than death, to be lost; there is a 
condition better than life, to be found”. Certainly, the father makes it 
clear as to why he is so joyful and, because of this, why there should 
be a community celebration. However, in contrast to the shepherd 
and the woman, the father does not call a celebration simply to show 
everyone his proper status or good character, but purely to celebrate 
with the whole community the joy he felt at his younger son’s return.

Finally, we note that in the joy of the community celebration, the father
had not lost his dignity or reputation. Levine, commenting on the 
queries around the father’s actions, remarks that if the father, by his 
conduct, had lost his honour, all who attended his banquet would have 
lost their honour, too. 

The Older Son’s Response – Verses 25-28a

The older son now makes his entrance. It seems peculiar that no family 
member, or servant, was sent to inform him that his younger brother 
had returned. No doubt, the father was busy with the preparations for 
the feast. However, he could still have dispatched someone else. 
An argument from silence is rarely compelling, but Marshall believes 
that this suggests there may have been an issue in the relationship 
between the father and his eldest son. 
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This may have added to the older brother’s antagonism as he came 
home to find a festivity being held at his home with about which he 
knew nothing. He quizzed one of the servants who responded that the 
revelry was because the father had received back the younger son 
‘safe and well’. This phrase gives nothing away as to the state in which 
the younger son returned. At this point, for all the older son knew, the 
younger son could have returned wearing fine clothes and with great 
riches. Yet, on hearing this news, he became angry and refused to enter 
the celebration. Reiling and Swellengrebel translate the Greek as an 
ongoing refusal rather than a short-lived rebuttal to enter the party. 
This would suggest a stubborn resistance to the idea of entering the 
gathering and welcoming home his brother. We might consider this as 
revealing because the inheritance had already been divided. 
Therefore, the older brother was already assured of his share and so 
he had nothing to lose by his brother's return.

The Father and His Older Son – Verses 28b-32

We are not told how the father knew his older son was outside 
refusing to enter, but the father went out and ‘pleaded with him’. 
Kiehl writes that the Greek text accentuates the situation by using 
the imperfect tense. Therefore, just as there was an ongoing 
unwillingness to enter from the older son, so there was an ongoing 
pleading from the father for the older son to come in. 

This is to no avail as the older brother now commences the dialogue 
between his father and himself. He begins by offending his father by 
not giving any title or showing any respect. According to Keener, this 
is a serious offence to the father’s dignity. Hendrickx observes that the 
older son treats this older gentleman as a master rather than as a father. 
However, Levine disagrees and points out that if the older son truly 
thought of himself to be a servant, he would never have been able to 
voice his views with such hostility. In the discourse, Walter Liefeld 
notes that the phrases ‘many years I have served you’ and ‘you never 
gave me’ reveal a long festering discontentment. Williams points out 
that all the times he had eaten meals with his father had not satisfied 
him. He wanted a party with just his friends and himself. 
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He writes, “The shepherd, the woman, and the father all have inclusive 
celebrations: everyone is welcome, and they are celebrating the finding
of what was lost ... By contrast, the older son wants an exclusive 
celebration, with his select friends but not with his neighbours – and 
especially not with his father.” Kiehl adds that the distinction being 
made between ‘my friends’, as opposed to all the other guests, shows a 
divisive attitude to the whole family and the wider community.

In addition, although the older son may still not know in what condition 
the younger son returned, he seems to be saying that this is not how the 
younger son should have been received home. Nolland comments that 
for the older son, “This honour to the dishonourable and failure to 
honour the honourable is unintelligible”. Culpepper notes the irony in 
the older son’s complaint. If he had been given the chance, the younger 
son was going to ask the father if he could become a servant, which, 
with the language he was using, is exactly the complaint of the older 
son. It is interesting that the older son declares that he had never 
disobeyed his father’s commands. However, this statement comes
within his defiant challenge and tirade towards his father.

The older son moves from remonstrating with his father to attacking 
his brother. His allegation that the younger son had spent his 
inheritance on prostitutes – Gentile prostitutes – is a serious one. 
Nolland regards the older brother’s mention of prostitutes as simply a 
description of verse 13 and not as defamation. However, others think 
there is far more to this comment than that. For example, Bailey writes 
that there is unlikely to have been any contact between the family and 
the younger son, so this is a deliberate attempt to discredit his brother 
by fabricating harmful details. In close-knit communities, the younger 
son could be tainted by this doubt and suspicion. It could even mean 
that no respectable family would allow their daughter to enter into 
marriage with such a reprobate!

After this outburst, Marshall reports that the father addressed his 
eldest son tenderly, using the word teknon, often translated as ‘child’. 
The father calmly assured his older son that he is constantly with him 
and that ‘all that is mine is yours’. 
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The father seems to be explaining that his acceptance of his younger 
son does not diminish his commitment to his elder son. This can be 
seen in the father not only shaming himself by going out to meet with 
his younger son but also shaming himself by going out to meet with his 
older son, and in his attempts to placate him.

Numerous scholars point to the fact that the parable ends with the 
father’s words, leaving us none the wiser concerning the relational 
dynamics between the three main characters. We might wonder how 
the older son reacted to his father’s speech and whether or not the 
older brother was reconciled to his younger brother. It is perhaps 
more pertinent to wonder how Jesus’ audience would have reacted as 
he drew this parable to a close. 

Observations on the Third Story 

Let us consider each of the three main characters. 

First, the father. I believe the central character in the third parable is 
not the younger son, as the parable’s common title would suggest, but 
the father, as the story both begins and ends with him. There also 
seems little doubt that the father is the axis around which everyone 
and everything else rotates. Stevens believes that Jesus’ hearers would 
have focused on the conduct of the father in the third parable. Trevor 
Burke agrees and adds that while the father’s actions are “surprising, 
challenging, even offensive to those who first heard them, this is 
precisely the point”. 

Wendland proposes that the father’s actions mirror those of the 
shepherd and the woman by ‘going out to seek and to save the lost’. 
However, we should hold this lightly as one of the accusations against 
the parabolic father is that he should have gone to find the younger son 
and he did not – although, running to his younger son and welcoming 
him home might arguably be included. Ultimately, as Martin observes, 
our parable informs us far more about the extent of the father's love 
than about the depth of the younger son’s sin. Yet, we must always 
remember that the father has two sons. 



22

Mikael Parsons comments that the father forsakes his status and role 
as head of the family and “shamelessly embraces both sons”. 

If we accept the father is the foremost character, our main quandary is 
whether the parabolic father represents God. There is, of course, some 
opposition around this notion. Liefeld believes that God and the father 
have ‘distinct roles’. He writes that, in the younger son’s speech, he says 
he has sinned against heaven – an evasive synonym for God – and 
against his father (Luke 15:18, 21), seemingly making a distinction 
between them. However, Hendrickx proposes that this association 
between God and the parabolic father is to show the fact that the sin 
against the father is of such a serious nature that it parallels the sin 
against God. Also, George Ramsey links the parable to God and writes 
about the importance of seeing the unconditional value of the Father's 
benevolence. Blomberg comments, “[Jesus] used an extraordinary 
story to illustrate God’s amazing patience and love for his ungrateful 
children”. 

It would seem that those who argue for a distinction between God and
the parabolic father are in the minority. Therefore, while it is not a 
question of the greatest number, or despite the concerns raised, 
I believe we can determine that the parabolic father does represent 
the heavenly Father. Consequently, in response to the Pharisees, 
Jesus communicates profound truths regarding God’s character; in 
particular, his compassionate love. Burke describes it as: “… a prodigal 
love for a prodigal people. In short, this is love cast wide without limits”. 
Accordingly, for the third story, we might now entitle it either ‘The 
Parable of the Compassionate Father’ or ‘The Parable of the Father 
and His Two Lost Sons’.

We can add that, as we have noted, the parabolic father is accused of 
compliance with the younger son’s folly by granting his request. 
However, I think the father reluctantly allowed his son to leave. 
He could have severely rebuked and restrained him but, from what we 
know of the father, this does not seem to be within his character. The 
father permits his son not only to make his own choices, but to act on 
those choices as well. 
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This tells us a lot about the father and a lot about love. 
Bailey comments, “The father is able to extend this costly form of grace 
because he is willing to endure the agony of rejected love”. Even though 
the younger son is in a state of rebellion, the father lets himself be 
publicly humiliated in and through the words and actions of his unruly 
child. Thus, although the father would not have wanted his younger 
son to depart, neither did he stand in his way. As we now assert, the 
father does represent God, so this is highly significant. God the Father 
allows us to wander away yet is always looking for our return. 
Brad Jersak, commenting on our passage, writes, “The Father consents 
to the son’s stubborn defiance and selfish recklessness. In love, God lets 
him leave”.

All through the parable the father acts counterintuitively to the way 
he would have been expected to act. As on other occasions in the 
Gospels, the first listeners must have been astonished (e.g. Luke 4:32) 
or even offended. In the parabolic father’s commitment to his sons, he 
chose to possess the consequences of their choices. What is most 
revealing is the immediate compassion the father felt on seeing his 
younger son and the tenderness with which he treated the older son. 
The father neither dismissed nor condemned either son, but welcomed 
the younger son, and called the whole community to accept him back. 
He then tried to reason with the older son with words of grace and 
ongoing acceptance. 

Similarly to the first two stories, we have a celebration. In the same 
way that the shepherd and the woman celebrated, the father celebrated 
over his lost son and encouraged his older son to join the festivities. 
In this three-stories-in-one parable, there is the inference that there is 
rejoicing in heaven over the younger son’s return. Darrell Bock believes 
that the stress on joy is crucial in our passage. He affirms that the 
younger son has moved from ‘destitution to complete restoration’. 
Meanwhile, Ronald Hock focuses not so much on God’s loving nature as, 
“the emotional and joyous response of a loving God to those he gets 
back”. Adeyemo’s imagery is particularly striking, “A banquet of great 
joy is provided by this waiting one, who is none other than the waiting, 
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running, embracing, partying and kissing God. The parable describes 
God’s goodness, grace, boundless mercy and abundant love.”

We should, possibly, take this further if we recall the context of these 
three parables as Jesus welcomed tax collectors and sinners. In Luke’s 
preceding parables – The Parable of the Narrow Door in Luke 13:24-30 
and The Parable of the Great Banquet in Luke 14:15-24 – the majority 
of scholars write that the main parabolic character is Jesus himself and 
his message. Therefore, in chapter 15, it is likely that the same 
principles apply. Hendrickx writes, “While he reminds us of God, the 
father of the parable refers in the first place to Jesus himself”. 
Therefore, we can say that Jesus embodies God the Father in his 
welcome and acceptance of sinners. Bailey points out that the father 
does precisely what the Pharisees and scribes are accusing Jesus of 
doing – the father greets a sinner and dines with him. 
 
Secondly, the older brother. The tension between an older and a 
younger brother is well documented in the Hebrew Bible. Scott argues 
that the younger son is often pictured as the favourite son. This includes 
Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob, Joseph and his 
brothers, Manasseh and Ephraim, David and his brothers and Solomon 
and his brothers. Forbes adds that this parable, “embodies a mosaic of 
Old Testament reminiscences”. Yet, we must ask, who does the older son 
represent? Some scholars are quick to connect the Pharisees with the 
older brother. For example, Keener states that the older brother is 
“a transparent metaphor for the Pharisees”. Strauss concurs but widens 
it to include all of Israel’s religious leaders, thus including the Sadducees. 
In spite of this, a number of authors find this association distasteful 
considering it to be either too harsh or too unfair in the light of our
understanding of the Pharisees’ beliefs and behaviour. Marshall argues 
that the parable demonstrates a later Christian polemic against the 
Pharisees. Scott argues that the Pharisees themselves would not have 
understood this connection, while Blomberg suggests this parable was 
not necessarily directed at Pharisees at all but aimed at anyone 
– Pharisees and everyone else – who were vilifying Jesus’ unrestricted 
acceptance and association with sinners. 
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Even if we decide to point the finger at the Pharisees, we must note that, 
within the parable itself, Jesus teaches that the father responds to his 
older son with gentleness and patience. Forbes observes that Jesus did 
not rebuke or denounce the Pharisees but, in fact, revealed the same
grace and patience as the parabolic father. Certainly, we need to be 
careful not to stereotype the Pharisees as though they all held the exact 
same beliefs or that they were all anti-Jesus. David deSilva makes an 
interesting observation that Jesus categorises the Pharisees and the 
sinners as brothers, desiring to bring the two together and “showing 
how ugly a spirit of exclusivity and condemnation is to God”. 

Third, the younger son. As above, the biggest issue here concerns the 
subject of repentance. The younger son leaves and returns; yet, as 
Ramsey observes, there is no language of repentance within the text. 
He comments, “The use of such language in the previous parables, 
where it was not so appropriate, makes its absence here even more 
striking”. Undoubtedly, repentance is multi-faceted but it includes ideas 
of recognising one’s condition and returning in recognition of God’s 
unfailing love. Hendrickx shares, “The parable itself states that salvation 
precedes repentance. It does not teach that the prodigal son must 
repent, but that the father’s love exceeds all ordinary human 
boundaries.”

We should also highlight the fact that the Father does not hold back, 
passively waiting for someone to confess and express penitence, but he 
actively watches before hurrying to meet them and bring them home. 
Jersak writes that Jesus showed people God’s love, “… before they 
repented and before they had faith. Or better, he was actually redefining 
repentance and faith as simply coming to him”. It is a wonderful reality 
to be able to explain that someone’s status as a child of God will be 
permanent, so a son will be forever a son and a daughter will be forever 
a daughter. Thus, however far someone may go astray, their Father will 
wait for them and rejoice when he sees them coming home. Far from 
the Father being detached and indifferent, we see the Father defining 
what it truly means to be a father. 
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It is also possible that we have over-spiritualised the meaning of 
repentance. Near the beginning of this study, we noted that Young 
writes that in Hebrew and Aramaic repentance had a particular 
connotation to ‘coming home’. In which case, the younger son does 
repent in that he remembers the generosity and kindness of his father 
and sets off homeward. Interestingly, Mark Stibbe, writing on the 
prophetic understanding of repentance, describes it, “as coming home 
to the place of honour”. Therefore, repentance is not simply changing 
one’s mind but carries more of a sense of the reorientation of an 
internal compass back to the Father; or, put another way, a realisation 
of who God is and a willingness to turn and go to him. Finally, Forbes 
believes that the three linked parables “splendidly capture the biblical 
tension between divine sovereignty and human free will”. 

Scholars have noted that among Luke’s emphases in his Gospel are 
inclusivity, salvation, and application. We have certainly seen evidence 
of these themes in Luke 15 with a message which is for both Pharisees 
and ‘sinners’; a message which focuses on God’s grace and mercy for 
salvation; and a message which confronts everyone with the challenge 
to display the same energy to recover everyone who is lost with the 
same radical acceptance of all. 

Reflection and Application

After the examination of this parable, we cannot simply finish here. 
We must reflect on what we have learnt and consider our response.

First, if we recall the context of our three interlinked stories, Jesus 
purposefully chose to go to places where there would be people of ‘sin
and shame’. In fact, Jesus honoured sinners every time he sat and ate 
with them.

Whereas some of the Pharisees disregarded the sinners as socially and 
theologically inferior, Jesus deliberately associated with such people. 
Such acceptance and recognition, by a rabbi, of these men and women 
of disrepute must have been shocking for both the religious 
establishment and the assembly of ordinary men and women. 
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No doubt, Jesus’ ease with and enjoyment of such people sets an 
example that stands the test of time. 

Consequently, do we go looking with the same intensity for anyone who 
is ostracised in our communities, whether due to discrimination, social 
issues, and/or individual circumstances? As individuals and as churches, 
we should be asking where we should go and what we should do to 
connect with those on the margins of society or those furthest away 
from our churches.

In addition, this means that we must be willing to be excluded for our 
involvement with such people. Our readiness to spend time and efforts 
with whichever person or people we encounter may damage our own 
reputation and status. Nonetheless, we must take our example from 
Jesus who readily engaged with the outcasts and the unclean, however 
this would be received either by his own disciples, the religious 
authorities, or the wider populace (Luke 19:7-10). 

The gospels are clear that Jesus did not condone the lifestyle of sinners 
but he knew that everyone needs to be ‘exposed to the Kingdom of God’ 
through concerned and interested exchange. It is true that people are 
attracted far more by honey than vinegar! In one conversation I had 
with a homeless man, he said, “Thank you for noticing me!” However, 
we must not simply see but listen to what people are saying. Adeyemo 
remarks, “Because each of us is so precious, we must also constantly be 
searching for ways to guarantee that no human life will be lost, 
degraded, exploited, abused, or violated.” So just as the flock, the coin 
cache, and the family were incomplete without the missing one, so we 
need to look at our own neighbourhoods and communities, to discover 
who is missing, and then seek after each one.

Secondly, the older son can represent anyone who supposes God owes 
them something. This may be because of something given up – a person, 
people, or place – or maybe because of the realities of employment
/unemployment or lifestyle circumstances due to following God. 
Certainly, while salvation is a free gift our life in Christ can be 
demanding, with submission and surrender the marks of a true disciple. 
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However, there must never be any idea of deserving or earning when it 
comes to our relationship with God and the call he places on our lives 
to be salt and light. We do not serve or work for what we can receive 
from the Lord, but because we are responding to his unfathomable 
grace. We realise how lost we would be without God and we do not 
want that for anyone else. This might also include the humility we 
should show when others are, seemingly, more gifted than we are or 
more successful in their ministries or have more status than we do. 
As the father said to his eldest son “you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours”.

Thirdly, we live in an age of many prodigal sons and daughters. Recent 
figures show that only sixteen percent of 18-24 year olds attend church 
on a monthly basis (whether or not their parents attend church). While 
figures are unavailable, anecdotally it is thought there are many young 
people who used to attend church who no longer do so. We need to 
show the same compassion we have read about in Luke 15 and seek to
share these truths in creative and inspired ways. This parable should 
be used to agitate people’s lives and then we make ourselves available 
to aid them in returning to their Father’s house. Our message must 
always be one of the Father’s welcome, so that, as people come to their 
senses’, we can invite them to a celebration, where all people can feel 
at home. Whatever a person’s past, Jesus is willing to sit and eat with
them; whatever a person’s present, the Son says: “Come to me, all you 
who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28); 
whatevera person’s future, it is secure in the unchanging hands of the 
King. 

Conclusion

As with any one passage of Scripture, Luke 15 does not hold every 
theological answer. Nevertheless, the third story is especially powerful 
as it reveals God’s compassion for one and all, along with his desire that 
humanity returns home.  We should remember that Jesus was not 
recounting actual events but was teaching profound realities through 
these beautifully crafted stories. 
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Often Jesus’ tendency was to break open cultural norms and societal 
standards in order to disturb his hearers’ expectations and provoke a
response. We might imagine the first hearers of these three stories 
being stunned when Jesus had finished speaking. So many preconceived 
ideas had been lined up and knocked over as Jesus explained that, in 
fact, this is what the Father is really like. If we allow them, these stories 
can continue to astonish us, but then the more significant aspect is 
receiving these truths for ourselves and then showing the same love 
and commitment to those in our families, churches, and communities.
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