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‘HE WAS LOST AND IS FOUND’ 

(Luke 15:11-32) 

Introduction This morning we are looking at one of the best-known and best-loved of 

Jesus’ parables, the parable traditionally known as The Prodigal Son, but headed in the NIV 

‘The Parable of the Lost Son’. For most of us, it is one of the first parables which we 

encountered. But when Jesus first told this story it would have surprised his hearers. And 

offended some of them. If we are not surprised, and certainly not offended, it may be 

because we have understood his teaching, and fully accepted it. If so, that is good. But it 

might also be because we have become so familiar with the story that we have ceased to 

hear it in all its surprising power. This morning I want to try to recapture some of the 

surprising power which this story had when Jesus first told it. First, I want to look at the 

situation in which Jesus told the story. 

Jesus Eats with the Lost Luke 15 begins with the situation in which Jesus told three stories 

about finding the lost, among which the one we are thinking about is the last, the longest 

and the most powerful. Read Luke 15:1-2. Jesus was criticised by the Jewish religious 

leaders for welcoming people who didn’t live according to the Law of Moses, and even 

sharing meals with them. Jesus, who was a wonderful story teller, responded with three 

stories – stories of a lost sheep, a lost coin and a lost son. This morning I just want to look at 

the third story. 

The Story of the Lost Son, Part One (Luke 15:11-24) Read vv.11-12. What do you think of 

the younger son? What do you think of a son who asks for his inheritance in advance, before 

his father has died? If the story were not so familiar, I think that we’d be shocked by his 

behaviour. And we can be sure that Jesus’ original audience would have been deeply 

shocked. They had not heard the story before, and they lived in a society which had very 

strong ideas about the duties of children toward their parents. It’s as though the son had 

told his father that all he cared about was the money which he could get from him. To think 

this way was bad, although probably quite a few sons did think like this. But to come right 

out and say it would have been see as highly offensive, and almost unbelievable. Read v.13. 

This part of the story would have come as no surprise. But it would have reinforced the 

negative impression made by what went before. “Exactly the sort of foolish, irresponsible 

behaviour you would expect of this young man” – this is what Jesus’ listeners would have 

thought. Read vv.14-16. How would the listeners have reacted now? I’m pretty sure that 

they would have thought that this young man was getting exactly what he deserved. But 

perhaps the more soft-hearted among them would nonetheless have felt sorry for him. 

Certainly Jesus paints a picture of someone who is in a desperate situation. 



 Read vv.17-20a. Now Jesus, the master storyteller, creates suspense and 

expectation. Remember that his original audience, unlike us, didn’t know how the story was 

going to end. What would the father do? Would he be merciful, as his son seems to hope, 

and let him come back as a hired labourer? Or would he take a tough line with his unworthy 

son? Would he say, as he was entitled to do: “You have made your choice, and now you 

must live with the consequences. You failed to show me the respect due to your father, so 

you cannot now expect me to show a father’s love.” The next stage of the story would have 

come as an enormous surprise – read v.20b. This is not the behaviour which was expected 

of a wealthy landowner. He doesn’t wait for his son to come to him, and to apologise 

humbly for his terrible behaviour. He doesn’t even walk out to meet him in a dignified 

fashion. The father’s love for his unworthy son is so great that he is not concerned about his 

rights or his dignity. And clearly Jesus intends this as a picture of God’s love. But this father, 

who is like God, has further surprises in store. Read vv.21-24. The son now expresses his 

sorrow and repentance, just as he intended to do, except that there is no mention of his 

being received as a hired worker. How could there be, now that his father has run to him, 

and thrown his arms around him, and kissed him? But the father hasn’t finished, and again 

Jesus’ audience would have been greatly surprised. The father isn’t satisfied with having 

shown mercy to his sinful son. The father isn’t even satisfied with reinstating him as his son. 

This son has failed to honour his father as he should, but the father graciously honours his 

undeserving son. He celebrates his return in the way which might have been expected if his 

son had returned home after praiseworthy achievement. This father goes far beyond what 

anyone would have thought possible. 

Our Surprising God We need to appreciate how surprising the father’s behaviour was. We 

need to appreciate how far his forgiveness and generosity exceeded what anyone at that 

time could have dreamed of. Indeed, most people would have disapproved of his behaviour. 

It is only when we appreciate this that we can appreciate what Jesus is saying about the love 

of God. God is our Creator, who deserves all honour and obedience from us. But all of us are 

rebellious and disobedient children, who have broken God’s laws and failed to honour him 

as he deserves to be honoured. And yet God has run out to meet us in the person of his Son, 

and in the indignity of the Cross. God has flung his arms wide open to us, and he throws 

them lovingly around every person who is prepared to accept his forgiveness. More than 

this: God celebrates joyfully the return of every forgiven sinner who comes back to him as 

Father. But I have interrupted Jesus’ story… 

The Lost Son, Part Two (Luke 15:25-32) Read vv. 25-28a. How would Jesus’ audience have 

reacted now? They may well have sympathised with the elder brother’s feelings. He had 

stayed at home, as he was expected to do. He had worked hard at home, while his younger 

brother had gone away and wasted his inheritance. He had been a dutiful and obedient son. 

But they would have been shocked by the way he behaved now. By the standards of his day, 

even a justifiable complaint did not justify a refusal to go in and take part in his father’s 

celebration. Indeed, the eldest son in particular was seen as being obliged to assist his 



father in the showing of hospitality. So that once again they would have wondered what 

would happen next. What will the father do now? Read v.28b. And once again they would 

have been surprised. He doesn’t send a servant to command his son to come in, but goes 

out himself to plead with his angry son. As with the younger son, he is not concerned with 

maintaining his dignity. Instead, leaving his guests behind, he goes out in love to his son. 

Read vv.29-30. But the son is not won over by this gracious act. Rather, he angrily declares 

his grievance to his father. He repudiates his brother by calling him “this son of yours”. And 

in so doing he repudiates his father’s actions, and his father’s joy. Again the audience would 

have wondered what would happen next. “Surely,” they might have said to themselves, 

“even this father will not put up with this. Surely he will meet anger with anger, and such 

rudeness with firm correction.” Read vv.31-32. And the father does correct the elder son. 

But he corrects him gently and lovingly. And he invites him to see himself as sharing in the 

celebration. 

Who Am I? Now that we have heard this story again, and, I hope, appreciated afresh its 

power, we have a question to ask ourselves: “Who am I in this story?” Am I the younger son, 

the son who had been lost and now was found? For every one of us, the answer must be 

“yes”. All of us are children who need the forgiveness of God, a God who loves us in the 

same way as the father in Jesus’ story loved his sinful son. So this story is good news, good 

news of God’s amazing love and forgiveness. The only question for us is whether we have 

put our faith in Jesus and accepted God’s forgiveness. If you haven’t, why not do so this 

morning? But what about the elder son? Should any of us see ourselves in him? For some of 

us who have put our faith in Jesus, I think that the answer is “yes” again. It is clear that Jesus 

intended that the religious leaders who criticised his eating with sinful people should see 

themselves in this brother and his behaviour. And it seems to me that sometimes we 

Christians are more like these Jewish leaders than we like to think. When we have been 

Christians for a long time we sometimes forget that we became Christians by accepting 

God’s forgiveness. And that we continue to need God’s forgiveness. So we cease to be 

pleased that God welcomes people whom we condemn. And we become reluctant to reach 

out to people outside the church. Sometimes we are even unwilling to forgive one another 

within the church. We think of ourselves as good Christians, and wonder why God has 

patience with Christians who are not as good as us. But God is patient with all of us. God 

invites us to share in his celebration. His celebration over every lost child who is found. Over 

every sinner who receives forgiveness. 


