
 
 
 

5. The Parable of the Prodigal Son 
(Luke 15: 11–32) 

 
 

The second Sunday of the Triodion period is the Sunday of the Prodigal Son, on which 
we read one of the most famous parables Jesus told. As always, we will look for the deeper 
meaning, opening our ears to hear. This time, we will see once again the banquet of heaven, 
but Jesus will also help us to understand our relationship with God. Specifically, we learn about 
how to return to God when we have gone astray, how to repent and come home. 
 

In this parable, a young man will ask his father to give him his inheritance early. An 
inheritance is what you might receive when someone dies. The father has land and livestock, 
and his two sons are there helping him to run things. Someday, when he dies, his boys will 
inherit all of their father’s possessions. But something unusual is going to happen: one of the 
sons asks to take his money early, while his father is still alive, so that he can leave. This is 
against the natural order of things: inheritance comes after death, but the son wants to do 
things out of order, so that he can stop helping with the work, and he can get away from his 
father and his brother.  
 

In the fifteenth chapter of St. Luke’s gospel, we read, 
 

Then He said: “A certain man had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to me. ’ So he divided to them his 
livelihood. And not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to 
a far country, and there wasted his possessions with prodigal living. 
 
But when he had spent all, there arose a severe famine in that land, and he began to be 
in want. Then he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country, and he sent him 
into his fields to feed swine. And he would gladly have filled his stomach with the pods 
that the swine ate, and no one gave him anything.  

(Luke 15: 11-16) 
 

The father agrees to his son’s very rude request, and gives him half of everything he owns, and 
the son heads off to faraway lands -- and when he gets there, he spends all of the money! He 
wastes everything that his father has given him, and he is left completely poor and hungry. 
When he does find a job, it’s a terrible job feeding swine! You may remember that swine are 
pigs, and God had forbidden His people to eat pigs because they were unclean. So the son 
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ended up with the lowest of all jobs, feeding the most unclean animals, and wishing he were as 
lucky as a pig.  
 

Jesus is not telling the story of an actual young man who did this -- He is offering a 
parable so that we’ll learn something for our own lives. The father is like God, and the sons are 
us, His people. All of the land and the livestock and everything belongs to the father, and he 
gives it to his son, just like our whole world belongs to God but He gives it to us. Archbishop 
Dmitri of blessed memory writes in his book, The Parables, 
 

The son asks his father for what is his, failing to see that what is “his” is the father’s gift. 
Human beings often take for granted that God owes them something. And, just as the 
father in the parable, despite his son’s youth and inexperience, gives him what he asks 
for, so also God gives freely to those who ask of Him, even though the recipient may 
misuse the gifts. 

(The Parables, p. 80-81) 
 
God blesses us with this world and with our lives. If you can walk or write or talk, it’s because 
God gave you that ability. If you have a beautiful home or good friends or a nice family, it’s 
because God gave those things to you. God gives this world to us freely, but we are not always 
good stewards of His gifts.  
 

We see that this son took the gifts his father gave him (though he didn’t think of them as 
gifts at all, but was ungrateful and thought his father owed him that inheritance) and he left to 
a “far country”. We do this sometimes; when we decide not to listen to God, not to obey Him 
and stay close to Him, we are like this prodigal son, taking our gifts and heading away to a 
place that is far away from God. At home, his father loved him and took care of him, but in this 
far place, no one gives him anything. It’s a cold place without generosity and love.  
 

Archbishop Dmitri and the Church fathers also teach that this is like the story of Adam 
and Eve: “The prodigal son relives ‘the fall of man’.” Adam and Eve started out in a perfect 
place, and they could walk and talk with God, but they decided that they wanted to eat 
forbidden fruit. They wanted to be their own boss and do what they want, just like the son in 
this parable! Adam and Eve were cast out of the garden, and they went out into the difficult 
world, where they had to work hard and where they would be hungry, and cold. The prodigal 
son is living out the same thing Adam and Eve lived out, and we do it too! We all tend to want 
to do our own thing, to wander off, but when we get far away from God, it’s a cold and lonely 
place. 
 

Jesus continues, 
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“But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father's hired servants have 
bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!  I will arise and go to my father, 
and will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you, and I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son. Make me like one of your hired servants.” ’ 
 
And he arose and came to his father. But when he was still a great way off, his father 
saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him.And the son 
said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.’ 
 
But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a 
ring on his hand and sandals on his feet. And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let 
us eat and be merry; for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found.’ And they began to be merry. 
 
Now his older son was in the field. And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard 
music and dancing.So he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. 
And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and because he has received him safe and 
sound, your father has killed the fatted calf.’ 
 
But he was angry and would not go in. Therefore his father came out and pleaded with 
him. So he answered and said to his father, ‘Lo, these many years I have been serving 
you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet you never gave me a 
young goat, that I might make merry with my friends. But as soon as this son of yours 
came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed the fatted calf for him.’ 
 
And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. It was 
right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead and is alive 
again, and was lost and is found.’ ” 

(Luke 15: 17-32) 
 
When the prodigal son “came to himself”, and realized that he was the son of a good man, and 
that he should never have wandered away to this awful, lonely place, he went back home. He 
was humble, and didn’t hope to be restored to his position as son, but only hoped to get a job as 
a servant. 
 

Even though the son had behaved very badly, when he returned, his father was not 
angry with him! In fact, he is so happy to see that his son has decided to return to him that he 
runs out to him, “fell on his neck and kissed him”. The father is truly delighted to have his son 
back with him. God is like this father: if you wander away to a far place and then realize that 
you want to be back with God, He will run to you, so happy to have you back! Sometimes we 
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think that we have done something so bad that God won’t forgive it, but that’s not true. 
Whatever a person has done, if they turn around and change their ways (which is called 
repenting) and if they really are humble and honest, then God will be thrilled to have them 
back! 
 

The son really learned something, didn’t he? When St. John of Kronstadt gave a sermon 
on this parable he said, 
 

Brethren! This is how the heavenly Father acts toward us. He does not bind us to 
Himself by force if we, having a depraved and ungrateful heart, do not want to live 
according to His commandments, but He allows us to depart from Him, and to know by 
experience how dangerous it is to live according to the will of one’s heart, to know what 
an agonizing lack of peace and tranquility tries the soul, devoted to passions, by what 
shameful food it is nourished. For what can be more shameful than the food of the 
passions? God forbid that anyone remain forever in this separation from God. To be far 
from God is true and eternal perdition. They that remove themselves from Thee shall 
perish (Ps. 72:27), says the holy king and prophet David.  
 

(Sermon on the Prodigal Son, St. John of Kronstadt) 
 
Our heavenly father allows us to take the gifts He has given us and go far away. He doesn’t 
force us to stay close to Him or to always do the right thing. He lets us learn from our own 
experience that we are making a mistake. Sometimes people have to learn for themselves. A 
parent might tell their child that the stove is hot or a knife is sharp, but often the child has to 
try touching it to find out from their own experience that this is true. Life is easier if we can 
learn by listening to God and our elders, but many times, human beings need to learn these 
things for themselves, by experience. When we realize what we have done, like the prodigal 
son, we have a deeper love and appreciation for our father than ever! God knows that 
sometimes we have to learn the hard way, and He welcomes us back when we return to Him! 
 

The father has his servants kill the “fatted calf” which is an animal they have been 
preparing for religious sacrifice. Remember what it means when a father invites people to a 
banquet in the parables? Once again, this is about the holiest banquet, Holy Communion, and 
heaven. Right now on earth we have Holy Communion for our banquet, but someday we will 
all come together for the banquet in heaven! Like a fatted calf, the Lamb of God, Jesus is 
offered up, to help us get back home to God the Father! All we have to do is come to ourselves, 
see how we have walked afar off from God, and decide to come home. He will run to meet us. 
 

When we find that, like the prodigal son, we want to turn away from sin and come back 
to God, how do we do that? Well, we can simply pray to God to tell Him we love Him and that 
we need His help to change our ways, but we can also go to confession. This is a special 
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sacrament just for repentance! It’s the opportunity to tell God our sins, with our priest as our 
witness. When the priest says prayers over us and declares that we are forgiven, we can really 
trust it. Jesus said that what the Church says is held true in heaven -- if you go to confession 
and the priest absolves you, or tells you that your sins are forgiven, they really are! Many 
people find that they feel troubled and weighed down by sin, but going to confession brings 
them peace and makes them feel light again! St. John Krondstadt said, 
 

Have you sinned? Say in your heart with full determination, I will arise and go to my 
Father, and in fact, go to Him. And just as you manage to say these words in your heart; 
just as you decide firmly to live according to His will, He will immediately see that you 
are returning to Him. He is always not far from every one of us (Acts 17:27), and will 
immediately pour His peace into your heart. It will be suddenly so light and pleasant for 
you, as it is, for example, for a bankrupt debtor when they forgive his debts, or as 
pleasant as it is to a poor man whom they suddenly dress in fine clothes or offer a seat at 
a rich table. 

(Sermon on the Prodigal Son) 
 
When you come back to God in repentance, He runs to meet you, and fills you with peace. 
 

As we finish, there is one more very interesting thing that happened in this story. There 
had been two brothers; one took his inheritance and left, but the other stayed and worked with 
his father. He was a good son. When his prodigal younger brother returned, he saw his father’s 
excitement and was very frustrated and angry. If you have siblings or perhaps classmates, you 
may have felt this way before. Sometimes it feels like someone else gets special treatment, and 
it’s unfair. If you remember the Parable of the Vineyard, where different workers show up all 
day long, some of those people worked hard all day long, and others showed up just at the end 
(like the prodigal son) and yet everyone was paid just one denarii, no matter what. It wasn’t 
fair. God is not fair -- and we should be glad for that. If everyone always got every punishment 
they deserved, we would be miserable! Instead, God forgives us and embraces us, and loves us. 
He doesn’t punish you forever, but He runs to you to bring you home to be with Him. 
 

The older brother “was angry and would not go in” to the banquet. He refused to join 
the party, because he didn’t think it was fair to welcome a sinner home. “Therefore his father 
came out” of the banquet and looked for him --- like he had run to his other son. Like God, he 
is always reaching out and coming to get his children, even when they are wrong about 
something, because he loves them and wants them to be with him. The son explains that he 
was the good one saying, “I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet you 
never gave me a young goat”. In The Parable of the Publican and the Pharisee  we saw two people 
praying, just like these two brothers: one sinner who comes repentant and humble, and then a 
man who is proud and arrogant. Once again, only the humble one will go home justified. 
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Because of his anger and his pride, this older brother cannot enter into the banquet. In 
the end, the sinful (but repentant) brother is in the banquet, but the other brother has locked 
himself outside! The banquet is heaven, and we can all keep ourselves outside the Kingdom of 
heaven if we hold onto our anger, our pride and our resentment. We must be careful not to 
reject heaven, but to be forgiving and loving as God is, so that we can enter the banquet. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
QUESTIONS: 
 
What unusual (and, actually, rude) request does the youngest son in the parable make of his 
father? 
 

- He asks for his inheritance. Usually inheritance comes after death, but the son is selfish. He 
wants to stop helping with the work, and get away from his father and his brother, but still 
get his inheritance money.  

 
How did being out on his own go for the youngest son? Did he do well? What makes you say 
that? 
 

- He went far away from home and Jesus said that he “wasted his possessions with prodigal 
living.” He spent everything, and then there was a famine and he had to get a job feeding 
pigs. It doesn’t seem like he did very well: he had no money and wished he could eat pig food! 

 
We talked about how many times, human beings need to learn these things for themselves, by 
experience. What do you think the youngest son learned through this experience? What have 
you learned through his experience? 
 

-  It seems that the youngest son learned most of all that his father loves him so much, and that 
His father is very merciful and forgiving. He learned that life in his father’s house was good, 
and his life was not better when he went far away.  

 
 
FOR DISCUSSION:   
 
Remember how the son thought that everything he had from his father was owed to him: like it was 
his RIGHT to have that stuff? He forgot that everything his father gave to him was a gift, and he 
acted selfishly with those gifts.  
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Think about this to yourself for a moment. Have YOU ever felt like your parents, your friends, or 
even God owed you things instead of realizing that everything that you have is a gift? This parable 
can challenge us to ask if we are grateful enough. 
 
Lately, during the pandemic, we might find ourselves frustrated and angry that we don’t get to do all 
the things we are supposed to be able to do. We feel like we have a right to birthday parties, or big 
holidays, or proms and graduations. Would it be helpful to remember that those experiences are gifts 
from God, and not owed to us? How would it change our experience if we thought about the 
pandemic with the Prodigal Son in mind? 
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