
Who will miss out on heaven?
Luke 15:11-32

It’s sweet when children start telling jokes isn’t it?

 What do you call a witch on a beach? A sandwich.
 Where do cows go on a Saturday night? To the Moovies
 What do you get if you cross a kangaroo with a sheep? A woolly 

jumper!

Kids aren’t bothered if everyone has heard their jokes. But as an adult 
it’s harder isn’t it? Nobody laughs if they have all heard the jokes. It 
doesn’t have the impact it would have done if no one has heard it.

The same is true with bible stories. Familiar stories often cause us to 
shut off and glaze over. We think, “I know that already. What more is 
there to learn?”

The story we have before us this more is certainly one of these parables
from Jesus that many of us have heard many times, and therefore the 
danger this morning is that we feel we already have it tapped.

So as I start, I want to strongly encourage you not to shut off. What we 
have here is spiritual dynamite. It is wonderfully comforting for those 
who think there is no hope. It is deeply challenge for those whose hope 
is based on their own spiritual performance. It is powerfully compelling 
as through it we are allowed to gaze at the generous and extravagant 
character of God.

First, the main characters (Vs 11)

In order to understand it, the first thing we need to do is understand who
the main characters in the story actually are. We discover this in verse 
11.

Two things to point out.

First, there are three main characters, not one. There was a man who 
had two sons. 

Second, who is the major character? It’s the man. That’s the way it’s 
introduced. The spotlight is on him. The other characters should be 
seen in relation to him not on their own. Nothing makes senses apart 
from the father.

We so often call this the parable of the lost son. Prodigal simply 
means lavish, extravagant. That’s wrong on two counts. 

 There were two sons. 
 The focus is not on one or even the two sons. 
 Perhaps we should call it the parable of the prodigal father who 

had two sons. 

We’ll look at each son in relation to his father. 

Second, the younger son and his father (Vs 12-24)

What was their relationship like? Look at verse 12. Read verse 12-13. 

There are different conversations a dad fears having with his children 
but this one is devastating. 

Like Josiah working out the price of the house and any other assets and
asking for the money now. He would essentially be saying to me. ‘Dad I 
wish you were dead.’ He wants my stuff but not me.

Why? This son thinks the good life is far away from relationship with his
dad. He wants to find freedom because he thinks staying at home will 
bring misery. 

The father in the story represents God and the son represents how 
many of us behave in his world.

 We want God’s gifts but not the giver
o Even when many people speak about what they are 

looking forward to about heaven. God might as well not 
be there.



 We think he is the cosmic kill joy and so we think the best life is 
lived far away from any relationship with him. 

How does this work out for the younger son? Look at verse 14. Read 
verses 14-16. 

In this story the end of this approach was carnage. This was a Jewish 
boy now feeding the pigs and longing to eat the food that the pigs were 
eating. 

In real life, rejection of God doesn’t always or even often end up like 
this. Some end up homeless on the street but the majority end up rather
comfortable in their own property. 

But in all cases the outcome is the same – life is a mess in 
comparison with what it could have been if we had stayed with 
God. 

We were designed for God. When we walk far from him life doesn’t 
work. We might get some of God’s gifts. They may even give us a little 
or even a lot of pleasure for a time. But we won’t really know how to 
enjoy them, and we will miss out on the greatest joy of all – the God 
who made us.

We now come to the key turning point in the story. Look at verse 17. 
Read verses 17-19. 

When he came to his senses. What a vital phrase. He looked around 
and saw what he had become and what he had done. There are two 
aspects of this. He saw the condition of his life. He realised what he had
done to his father. 

This wasn’t the end. He didn’t just contemplate his situation, he did 
something about it. Look at verse 20. Read verse 20.

He actually did something. He wasn’t just a man of good intention. At 
some point he acted on his conclusions and set off home. 

How would he be received? He is preparing for a new job. He has his 
speech prepared. He wants to join the payroll. But would he get even 

that. Would the father not hound him out of town after the way he had 
treated him?
Let’s find out. Verse 20. Read verses 20b to 24.

He has been watching. He really cares. 

 Why does he not go and seek him out until he finds him? 
The three parables are showing different aspects of salvation 
and how it occurs. 

But the father really cares. 

He is overjoyed when he comes home. He runs a long way. Fathers in 
those days didn’t run. 

Can you imagine the Queen running for the car?

He doesn’t let him finish the speech. He forgives. He restores. 

It is a picture of how God responds to those who have walked away 
from him when they return. 

There will be change. There will be transformation. We don’t stay as we 
are. 

But we don’t need to clean ourselves up. We are welcomed. Jesus’ 
blood cleans us up and his righteousness clothes us. 

Are there people who need to hear this today?

 Thinking about coming home. Will God have me back?
 You were a Christian and wondered off. Backslidden? Will God 

have me back? Under what conditions?
 Come home. 

Third, the older son and his father (Vs 25-31)



We haven’t finished yet. There were two characters who weren’t 
pleased that the younger son had come home. The fattened calf and 
the person we meet in verse 25. Read verses 25-28a.

Why is he so angry? We discover in the next part of the story. Read 
verses 28b-30.

He thinks the whole thing is desperately unfair. All these years I’ve been
slaving for you. You never gave me a thing – that’s not true. But that’s 
how he sees it when the red mist is before his eyes. 

Does he have a point? What’s your take on the older brother? Quite a 
number of people have sympathy with him. 

He’s just like his brother. On the surface the two book covers are 
different but the same attitude is their in both hearts. 

For both of them it’s all about stuff, not about a relationship with their 
generous father. Both of them are lost. The younger one is lost far away
from home. But the older one is lost in the home he has never left. 

But why does he stay at home? Not because he loves his dad and 
wants to be around his dad but because he believes by staying here 
and keeping the rules that he will get the stuff that his dad can provide. 

Who are the older brothers today? 

 Non-Christian older brothers. They are religious people. It’s all 
about rules not relationship. 

 Christian older brothers. We know about grace but often in our 
service we have that terrible attitude that says, “All these years 
here I am slaving for you and there are so many who aren’t 
doing much at all!”

What’s the answer? Look at what the father says to the son in verse 31.
“My son, you are always with me and everything I have is yours.”

Present tense. This is the offer now. After all he has said and one the 
father is still generous to his older son. 

It’s all about the generous father. 

Non-Christian older brother. If you are religious, make sure you seek a 
relationship. You need grace to. Your actions may be different but your 
attitude is just the same.

Christian older brother. It’s about relationship. He has given you so 
much. This will allow you to celebrate whoever is saved. 

Will he go in? We are not told. The original audience and us today. 
Just as the younger son had to act so does the older one. 

In conclusion

Who are you this morning? 

Who are you most tempted to be like?

 The younger son?
 The older son?

It’s all about the Father and the relationship he offers.


