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‘Why did Jesus tell this parable?
The answer’s better than you think’

‘… While he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran
and put his arms around him and kissed him.’
Luke 15:11-32

NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE
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I

asked ten people what the word
‘prodigal’ brought to mind. Nine
said the story of the prodigal
son. And most of them are not
churchgoers.
‘Prodigal’ is a word not often used
in any other context. In my sport
reporting days, I once referred to a
striker who missed many goal-scoring
chances as prodigal. The sports editor
struck it out, telling me I was writing
a football report, not a sermon – which
rather confirms my point. Prodigal
is the name by which most of us still
identify one of Jesus’ most enduringly
relevant parables, although modern
Bible translations often call it ‘the lost
son’. I prefer to call it the parable of the
penitent son and the forgiving father,
because that pinpoints its significance.
A number of things happen in this
parable that challenge interactions.
The son makes a big mistake – leaving
home and blowing his father’s money
on wine, women and song – but he
admits he was wrong. How hard some
of us find that.
Having confessed to himself, the
son decides that he needs to go back
and say sorry to his father. One of the
people in my random survey said this
wasn’t real sorrow, it was more what
my mother would have called cupboard
love – affection pretended for some
personal gain.
Be that as it may, it is the father’s
forgiveness that I find more compelling.
This is not a stern ‘Don’t ever do that
again!’ type of forgiveness. It is a joyful,
compassionate, proactive forgiveness. If
only our society could show a little more
of that.
I was saddened that the British
government couldn’t find it in their

‘This is joyful, proactive
forgiveness’
collective hearts to allow back into
England Shamima Begum – the young
woman who, at the age of 15, ran off to
join Islamic State and gave birth to three
children, who all died. If people had not
shown forgiveness for some of the bad
decisions I made when I was 15, my adult
life would have been very different.
The father in our story doesn’t only
accept his son back, he runs and puts his
arms around him. Young people run with
ease. Older people find it more effort.
I said this in a church service, running
from the preaching lectern down the
aisle and back. My next sermon point
was delivered with more breathlessness
than the illustration required!
If we could do with more forgiveness,
we also need a greater willingness to

seek reconciliation. Our warring world
needs it, and often, in our churches
and in our personal relationships, we
need it too. The practical outworking
of reconciliation, which the verse
so graphically portrays, makes it
compelling for me.
Why did Jesus tell this parable? It
seems to be widely accepted that we
(humans) are the son, and God is the
parent who will meet us halfway, if we
own our shortcomings and want to be
reconciled. But I think it’s better than
that. If we even make an approach,
while we are still a long way off, God
will come to meet us and embrace us.
What an offer for anyone wanting to
come clean about prodigality, or some
other sin of commission or omission!
Of course, there remains the older
son who has a bit of a strop. Verse 29
raises questions for me. Had this older
son really been forced to work as a slave?
And why had the father never given him
a young goat so he could celebrate with
his friends? Many parents will say, with
hindsight, that in their efforts to deal
with a particularly wayward younger
child, they may have neglected to do
right by a more compliant older sibling.
Is the older son’s bitterness there as
a contrast to the father’s willingness
to forgive? Did that make him as lost
as his younger brother? Is he meant
to represent the Pharisees, who were
resentful that Jesus was talking to
people whose past would not stand close
scrutiny? If we are really honest, do we
get even a tiny bit jealous, bitter even,
when newcomers to our churches are
showered with attention, while we who
have laboured long and hard, are taken
for granted?
Gosh, there’s a lot to think about
in that parable. All good study group
material. But most of all, there is that
promise: even though we may be
spiritually far off, once we show interest
in having God in our lives, God will be
ready and on the way to meet us.
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Small group study materials, March 2020
Chapter & verse – Stuart Dew (page 21)
Read Luke 15:11-32, followed by Stuart Dew’s article.
1. The article begins by examining the word ‘prodigal’, and the different titles given to
describe this parable. After reading it in the Bible, what title would you give this parable?
Does your title change after reading Stuart’s article?
2. Stuart describes the parable as ‘one of Jesus’ most enduringly relevant’. What relevance
does it have in your life? Does it remind you of your familial and spiritual relationships?
3. The article’s third and fourth paragraphs discuss the element of confession in Jesus’
parable, noting that saying sorry can be hard and complex. Was the son’s apology ‘cupboard
love’, as Stuart describes? Is there a right way to be, or say, sorry?
4. Referencing Shamima Begum’s case, Stuart argues that society could be more forgiving.
Who, or what, would you have society forgive? What about the Church?
5. The article’s seventh paragraph concentrates on the vigour of the father’s welcome,
running to meet his son. How proactively does your church welcome? What practical steps
could ensure that more people are as vigorously embraced as the son in this parable?
6. ‘Verse 29 raises questions for me,’ says Stuart in the tenth paragraph, and he explains,
over two paragraphs, what some of those questions are. Review and discuss those
questions.
7. Stuart’s final question addresses those who might feel underappreciated in church.
Who do you take for granted in your church, and wider life? Are there ways we can better
appreciate church volunteers?
For further reflection: ‘You are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger
and abounding in steadfast love.’ from Nehemiah 9:17
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Prayer: Father, how unfailing and unquenchable your love is for each one of us in our
lostness. We thank you for the grace that accepts us and reaches out to us, however far away
we are, and however little we deserve it. Help us to welcome, forgive and help one another,
as you welcome, forgive and help us. Amen.
To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.
For more Bible study material based on Reform’s articles, God is with us: fresh responses
to the good news is available for £4.99 from the URC shop. Visit bit.ly/urcv18

Page 2

