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Lent 4C – Luke 15: 1-3, 11b-32 

 Here we are today with one of the most familiar and well-known parables in all of 

scripture.  Along with the good Samaritan I would say that it is the most well-known parable in 

all of scripture.  It receives a ton of pulpit time, and today many pastors around the world are 

tackling it once again.  It is a parable absolutely full of information.  You can tackle it from 

several different perspectives……one brother, the other brother, the father…..and there is a lot to 

be discussed.  This parable has been the topic of many a Bible study over the years and I even 

heard of one pastor who gave an 8-week sermon series on the prodigal son.  After the eighth 

sermon a woman greeted the pastor at the door of the church and said, "I'm so sorry that poor 

boy ever ran away from home."        

 There are some who think that the parable has become too familiar to us.  They say that 

the very familiarity of this parable poses a danger to our understanding.  Because we know it so 

well, we aren’t as surprised as we should be about the grace that is offered within the parable.  

This is a story that presents a picture of divine acceptance so radical and so surprising that it has 

sometimes generated astonishment and provoked outrage.  But in many churches today we have 

heard the story so often that we tend to miss its shock value.       

 But the problem with the prodigal son parable is not just its familiarity.  Countless 

tellings and re-tellings of the story have transformed what was once a parable full of trap doors 

and surprises into a bland lesson on morals.  All too often we assume that once the young 

prodigal has pulled himself together and headed for home, the father is then obliged to throw a 

party for him upon his return. The celebration is "his due" for his turnaround.  The parable 

becomes a moral bit of works righteousness.  If we think of the parable in that way it loses it 

punch and the shocking grace it contains is tamed down.  It becomes a nice little story of comfort 
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and reassurance that is very predictable.  It’s like hearing a joke over and over again…..what 

once made you laugh out loud, now only brings a smile to your face.     

 When Jesus first told this parable it was indeed shocking to its hearers.  It was so 

shocking that it actually offended some of them to the point that they lost any respect they had 

for this carpenter from Nazareth.  They couldn’t believe what was coming out of his mouth.  

Even though the parable has been tamed down from time to time in our day, it still has the power 

to shock people…..it still has the power to make people aware of a grace that is rarely seen, yet 

so utterly powerful and life-changing.  It still has the shock value that can offend people even in 

our day and age.  What many people still want, I think…..today as much as ever…..is some 

assurance that their right behavior and right belief count for something.  The notion of unmerited 

grace still bothers many people a great deal.        

 A pastor friend of mine told me about a sermon that he had preached on grace.  He 

preached about how sinners were embraced…..whether it was the sin of wasteful living like the 

one brother, or the sin of prideful self-righteousness like the other brother.  After that service was 

over a gentleman came into the pastor’s office and wanted to talk to him about something.  The 

gentleman was a little upset hearing about grace.  He said, “I think it’s time to stop preaching 

about grace so much and start preaching about repentance…..after all, repentance leads to 

grace.”             

 As I recall my pastor friend telling me this story, he responded to the gentleman by 

saying, “actually, grace comes first.  There are no Biblical stories where repentance leads to 

grace.  It may look like it sometimes, but grace comes before repentance.”  Any grace that 

doesn’t lead to some sort of transformation…..any grace that is received and doesn’t alter our 

lives is cheap grace.  This is not the kind of grace that the apostle Paul talked about…..it is not 
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the kind of grace that Martin Luther talked about, and it is certainly not the kind of grace that 

Jesus taught and lived.            

 As my pastor friend mentioned to that gentleman, sometimes it looks like repentance 

leads to grace…..like for example, in today’s parable.  The prodigal son….. “prodigal” by the 

way is a word that means “extremely wasteful”, is foolish, self-centered and indulgent.  He 

insults his father in the worst way imaginable when he says, “give me my inheritance.”  What he 

is in effect saying is, “you are dead to me……you mean nothing to me, so give me my 

inheritance before the usual time at your death.”  How many fathers would comply with this 

son’s request?  Well, this one did.           

 And after the prodigal, wasteful son fritters away his resources he finds himself in need.  

So what does he do, he thinks up a way to come back and live a life that was certainly better than 

the one he was living.  He thinks about what he will say to his father so that he will consider 

having him back.  It may look like the prodigal son is truly repentant here.  It may look as 

though repentance comes before grace……but the prodigal son is not actually, truly repentant.  

He is actually concocting a story so that he can go home and have a full belly.  He is not 

expecting any fancy treatment, but he is hoping for better than he now has.  All that the prodigal 

son is doing is acknowledging his sins…..there is no clear sorrow for having committed them.   

 When the father saw his son from afar and filled with compassion ran and put his arms 

around him and kissed him, the son says what he planned to say all along, “father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”  That’s all that the 

son managed to get out of his mouth before his father called for the fancy robe, the ring, the 

sandals and the fatted calf.  What the son had to say didn’t really matter to the father…..he was 

just so beyond happy to have his son home.   
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 As Jesus’ parables often are, the conclusion to the story is left open ended.  We don’t 

really know how things turned out in the end.  Were the two brothers ever reconciled to each 

other?  Were they all one happy family?  Was the prodigal son ever truly repentant after he had 

received a grace that he didn’t expect?  It is easy to imagine that somehow, and in some way the 

prodigal son was changed because of that shocking grace and acceptance.  Grace comes 

first…..grace always comes first.  Grace has the power to change people…..that is what grace 

does.  It has the power to transform because when we reflect upon grace…..when we really think 

about it and let the shocking truth of it enter into our very hearts and souls, we are left amazed.  

We are left in disbelief at a God who can operate in this fashion…..in a way that the world does 

not operate.  And all we are left to do is to fall down upon our knees and say thank you…..saying 

thank you by the way that you respond to it…..by the way that you live your lives.  A grace that 

can alter people and change people is true grace, it is amazing grace, it is God’s grace.  

 A couple of years ago I heard a story about a 31 year old New York city social worker 

named Julio Diaz.  Diaz followed the same routine each evening, ending his hour-long subway 

commute to the Bronx one stop early, just so he could eat at his favorite diner.  But one night as 

Diaz stepped off the No. 6 train and onto a nearly empty platform, his evening took an 

unexpected turn.  He was walking toward the stairs when a teenage boy approached and pulled 

out a knife and asked for his money.  So Diaz gave the boy his wallet.  As his assailant began to 

walk away, Diaz said, "hey, wait a minute.  You forgot something.  If you're going to be robbing 

people all night, you might as well take my coat to keep you warm."          

 The young man looked at his victim like he was crazy, and asked, "why are you doing 

this?"  Diaz replied, "well, if you're willing to risk your freedom for a few dollars, then I guess 

you must really need the money.  I mean, all I wanted to do was get dinner.....and if you want to 
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join me... hey, you're more than welcome." Remarkably, the boy agreed, and the unlikely pair 

walked into the diner and sat in a booth.  Shortly the manager came by, the dishwasher came by, 

the waiters came by to greet him.  The kid said, “you know everybody here. Do you own this 

place?'"  "No," Diaz replied, "I just eat here a lot."  The boy responded, "but you're even nice to 

the dishwasher."  "Well, haven't you been taught that you should be nice to everybody?" Diaz 

asked him.  "Yeah, but I didn't think people actually behaved that way," the boy said.  The social 

worker saw an opening. He asked the boy what he wanted out of life.  The boy just sat 

there…..you could tell he was thinking about something, but he didn’t answer.    

 When the bill arrived, Diaz told the teen, "look, I guess you're going to have to pay for 

this bill 'cause you have my money and I can't pay for it.  But if you give me my wallet back, I'll 

gladly treat you."  The teen didn't even think about it and promptly handed over the wallet.  

Before Diaz left he gave the teen $20 on a spur of the moment kind of thing.  The teen slowly 

accepted the $20, then he reached into his coat pocket, pulled out his knife, stared at it for a 

couple of seconds and handed it over to Diaz.        

 God’s grace, when we really see and feel the shock of it and the surprise of it, so 

astonishes us that all we can do is change course.  All we can do is repent…..turn around.  All we 

can do is fall upon our knees and say thank you.  This is true grace…..this is amazing 

grace…..this is God’s grace.  May each and every one of you be blessed as you discover and re-

discover God’s shocking grace, and may you be a blessing to others as you say “thank you.”  

Amen.     
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