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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 

Our text, the Gospel according to St. Luke, including these 
words, “Bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and 
celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was 
lost, and is found.” 
 
Dear friends in Christ, 
 

In the last two weeks, our Lord has invited us, called us, 

exhorted us, pleaded with us to repent. Two Sundays back, 

Jesus spoke into our mind’s eye the image of a mother hen 

desiring to safeguard her young under her wings; last week, the 

portrayal was one of a vinedresser tenderly caring for a dead 

tree about to be torn from the ground because of its inability to 

produce good fruit.  

 Today, Jesus gives us a well-known text, perhaps the 

most beloved of all His heavenly stories. But, unfortunately, all 

that Jesus has for us in Luke 15, we have not heard! In a way, 

it’s a disservice to God’s people that our assigned Gospel 

reading for the morning omits verses 4-10, and the omission of 
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those seven verses  - though perhaps beneficial to our sinfully 

short attention spans – is detrimental to right interpretation. 

 You see, in order to understand the parable of the Lost 

Son correctly, we must see it in context. And verses 4-10 

include two other “lost” parables – the parable of the lost 

sheep (1 of 100), and the parable of the lost coin (1 of 10), and 

now the lost son (1 of 1).  

 Consider how these stories came about: Jesus knew the 

Pharisees’ thoughts: “He receives sinners and eats with them!” 

For the Pharisees, a few ‘sinners over there’ weren’t worth 

their time (almost as if the Pharisees were the original “cancel 

culture”!). So much of the world resembles those Pharisees, 

doesn’t it? We, regretfully, can resemble those Pharisees, can’t 

we? – thinking that Jesus would better spend his time with 

‘more righteous’ people than some “obvious” sinner who just 

barely happens to also be a person! To such pharisaical pride, 

Jesus responds by saying, “How many of you, if you had 100 

sheep and lost one would go find it? You may dismiss the one 

(after all, you still have 99… “still folks in our church”), but I will 

not dismiss my lost sheep. And, again, if you had 1 of 10, would 

you save the lost coin? I will not dismiss the lost. And, where 

you may dismiss these sinners as 1 of 10, or 1 of 100, I see 
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them each (1 of 1) as a lost soul… and I will care for this 

prodigal son. 

 The Old Adam in us scoffs, being so proud that the 

Savior “doesn’t have to go find me. After all, I’m right here; 

have been in the church all my days. He should thank me for 

being so easy to care for.” 

But, friends, remember the context. Remember the 

context of these three weeks. Consider carefully our Lord’s 

recent and repeated call to repentance, and what do you see?  

Do you not see Him calling to you as one of a hundred (the lost 

sheep), one of ten (the lost coin), and – now – O prodigal one, 

it is just you… He calls directly to you. He means you to see 

yourself in this beloved parable … to see yourself and no one 

else, for He speaks directly to you. 

 Don’t overlook, but instead, carefully consider the 

central character of this parable! It’s quite alarming, isn’t it? 

For, Christ does not tell a parable of a lost creature. He tells the 

parable of the lost son. The significance? After St. Paul speaks 

of baptism in Galatians 4, baptism by which we call on God as 

“Abba, Father,” Paul then says, “So you are no longer a slave, 

but a son.” 
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 Being a son is a baptismal reality; which means this 

parable isn’t about some street-corner pagan who only knows 

of (or perhaps questions or doubts) the existence of a Creator. 

This parable is about one who has been adopted as a son, and 

who then took off with the heavenly inheritance to spend it 

how he wished. This parable is about you, warning you not to 

get careless with your baptism! 

 We sinners can try and defend ourselves all we want… 

we can scoff like the older son (who – it could be argued – ends 

up at the end of the text being the truly prodigal son); we could 

reason how we’ve always been home in our father’s house, and 

he should be thankful for our dedication. We can recount all 

the ways we think we’ve been faithful, but here lies the parable 

before us:  

 Christ earned for you the inheritance of heaven; in 

baptism your share of it is made certain; because you’re a son, 

it’s yours (Paul says, “you are no longer a slave, but a son, and 

if a son, then an heir”). God stores up for you the treasures of 

heaven, but you in your sin become impatient – “I want it now. 

I don’t want to have to wait. I don’t want to have to come back 

here every Sunday and hear how ‘one day’ it will be mine. 
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‘When he comes again… when he comes again’… well, I don’t 

want to wait for when he comes again!” 

 And so, taking that baptismal inheritance that is yours, 

you walk away from your father’s house, all your inheritance on 

your back, for you wear your baptism with arrogant pride, 

saying “No one can judge me. I’m baptized! I’m a child of God; 

no one can tell me I’m in the wrong. Who will call me to 

repentance? God will love me anyway! I’ll do, think, believe, 

live as I please.” 

 At first that sounds freeing, doesn’t it? You don’t “have 

to” go to church every Sunday. You don’t “have to” take 

communion all the time. You don’t “have to” sing the liturgy, sit 

through a sermon, or care about your brothers and sisters. You 

don’t “have to” do any of it, because you’ve got your 

inheritance, and you’re going to go out into your daily life and 

spend it how you know is best. 

 But, you go out into the world each week with the 

hopes of being “of the world” and, pretty quickly, what 

happens? The reckless “happiness” this world promises to 

provide soon results in pain, heartache, fulfilled hopes that 

yield mammon idols, unfulfilled hope that leave behind broken 
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promises, sin answered with sin, distrust, envy, anger, wrath, 

vengeance, hatred. 

 You soon realize you are broken, just as the prodigal son 

realized. Our text says, “When he came to himself, he said, 

‘How many of my father’s hired servants have more than 

enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go 

to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants.”’” 

 Now, it is at this point that so many theologies corrupt 

this text. For, how many times have we heard that the son 

came to his senses, begged forgiveness, offered his services to 

his father, and thus his father was again pleased with him? But 

that’s not the text! 

 Yes, the son came to his senses; (but what does the 

‘reasoned senses’ say? “I know, I’ll work for my redemption!”) 

… he planned to offer to work for his father. He hoped to win 

back a place in the house, to be a servant, to do something for 

his father that his father would reward. And you do the same 

thing every time you regret your sin and then hope to find a 

way to make yourself pleasing to God, so that He might 
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welcome you back. The prodigal son was a legalist, just as you 

and I tend to be. We say, “If only I do this, then God will love 

me again. If only I do good works, donate to charity, spend 

extra time with the relative or neighbor I can’t stand, go to 

church often enough… then the Father will be pleased with me 

and let me come back to his house as a servant, as a doer of 

the Law.” 

 Friends, if that’s your hope, you have no hope. The 

scriptures say, “A slave does not remain in the house forever; a 

son remains forever.” If you think you can work your way back 

into baptismal graces, think again. Grace is grace. It cannot be 

bought. Nor can it be bought back. God will not be mocked. 

 The reason why so many misunderstand this parable is 

because they do not see it in the context of the preceding 

“lost” parables. The ‘1 of 100’ sheep was lost, so the shepherd 

goes out to find it. The ‘1 of 10’ coins was lost, so the woman 

sweeps the house to find it. The ‘1 of 1’ sons was lost, so “he 

comes to his senses and comes back”???? That doesn’t fit the 

flow… so, look at the text carefully.  

 The ‘1 of 1’ was lost, so the Father remained faithful 

(“but as we confess our sins, God, who is faithful and just...).  
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The son becomes a legalist, and he puts his hopes in the 

law (that’s really how he’s lost! – first in sensual lawlessness, 

then in works-righteous legalism!). And he comes back to the 

house, (or the stray comes back to church), thinking perhaps 

the Father will let him work off his sin by his service to the Law. 

But, look at the parable closely; the son never gets a chance to 

appeal to a new salvation by works of the Law. The father, who 

has remained faithful in his patient long-suffering (just as the 

shepherd and the woman remained faithful in the previous 

parables), the father runs to the son, and embraces him. And 

the son says, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 

you.” (That’s confession of sins, friends!) 

 But, then the son says something interesting: “I am no 

longer worthy to be called your son.” Was he ever? Were you 

ever? Do you call on God as Father and say, “Father, I have 

sinned” because you’re worthy to call him father? No! You call 

on him as Father because, on account of Christ’s death, and in 

Baptism, he adopted you by his grace, named you his son and 

promised to be your Father. One cannot call God ‘Father’ 

unless that sinner has been born (anew) a son. This prodigal, 

the father knew as his son, and he remained faithful to that 
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son, even though that son was – like you and me – never 

“worthy” to be called a son. 

 But, because it is not dependent upon worth, it is 

dependent on grace – that’s what made you an heir: grace! 

Believe that God is gracious to you, for you see it in this 

parable. The son can only say, “I have sinned. I am no longer 

worthy to be your son,” and the father might as well have 

responded, “You’ve never been worthy to be my son (being 

born a son doesn’t make you “worthy”), but that doesn’t mean 

Christ didn’t die for you… doesn’t mean I haven’t claimed you 

as mine and that I don’t delight in being your Father!...doesn’t 

mean I’m not long-suffering, patient, slow-to-anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love.”  

 And so, what does the Father do?… he calls to his 

servants to re-robe his son in inheritance (for surely, this father 

wasn’t about to say, ‘You can temporarily use this best robe 

and ring and shoes until the celebration is over, then I’m going 

to demand them back!)… when God forgives, he re-robes you 

in your baptismal inheritance, the promise that you were and 

remain an heir. And he tells his servants (might even call those 

servants ‘pastors’) to bring the fattened calf… let us eat and 

celebrate.” 
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 And, the angels rejoice in heaven. 

But, in the jubilation, don’t run through the joyful end of 

this son’s return too quickly, because it also speaks to your 

joyful return!: 

The Father could think of nothing finer for his son than a 

feast of fattened calf, killed and prepared. To our western ears, 

that sounds like a party. To Jewish ears, that is the sacrifice of 

the peace offering… a peace offering was the sacrifice made 

when there was renewed reconciliation and peace. When the 

father of the parable says, “bring the fattened calf, kill it”… the 

Greek word for “kill” (thusia) is the word for “sacrifice.” And 

when the OT Jews sacrificed, they ate with God, and the fat 

was to be burned on the altar, so that God may eat with them. 

To say it plainly, at the end of this parable, there is divine 

feasting. And, if divine feasting, it’s because of reconciliation 

and peace. And, reconciliation and peace means the best of 

feasting meats, the meat of a worthwhile sacrifice!… or, as St 

Paul says it, “Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for us.” And 

again, he says, “Christ… gave Himself for us, an offering and 

sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma.”  



  11 

                                                                   11 

When you repent and beg your Father’s mercy, when 

God embraces you and forgives your sins and reminds you of 

your baptism, that you are not a servant or slave, but a son, 

then – when that lost son is returned to the Father, when 

there’s repentance and free forgiveness – the angels and 

archangels and all the company of heaven rejoice, and divine 

feasting commences: “Bring the one who was sacrificed, let us 

eat His body and drink His blood, and celebrate… for that which 

was lost is found.”  

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 27, 2022 


