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Jesus’ teachings were understood by all of his audience because he was able to speak in terms that were easily understood by his listeners. He often used stories to illustrate the spiritual lessons he was trying to convey. These illustrations are generally refereed to as parables, which are not necessarily true but have enough real elements in them to draw a conclusion easy to understand. Today is not uncom​mon to see in theological journals, religious lectures, or even sermons, the use of terminologies that sound academic, sophisticated or “churchie,” as if the level of complexity is a measure of the intellectual caliber of the author or speaker. How good it would be if we were to go back to the simplicity and straightforward​ness of Jesus’ teachings. 

In the Gospel of Luke there are three parables grouped together: the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, and the Lost Son. If Jesus were speaking today he might have spoken of “The Lost Financial Report,” “The lost car-keys,” and “The Son who is drinking and doing drugs.” The last parable is the three found in Mark 15 often referred to as the Prodigal Son, although the term “prodigal” is not found in the text, and is one of the best known parables of Jesus. 

The parable of the Prodigal Son (the word prodigal actually means extravagant) has a storyline suitable for a Hollywood movie or an afternoon TV “soap drama”: there is jealousy; there is rebellion; there is partying; there is sex; there is misery; and overriding all else, there is love. But Jesus was trying to do more than to tell a story, his intention was to illustrate God’s unconditional love. From a biblical and spiritual perspective, this parable speaks of unconditional love, rebellion, sin, repentance and forgiveness. In a nutshell, it contains all the elements of life’s drama so each of the hearers can understand that God’s love is unconditional. 

This parable has three main protagonists: the father, an elder brother and a younger son. It is this younger son that is the focus of the story. In Jesus’ parable, the younger son requests the part of the inheritance that would eventually be his. Having received it from his father, he goes to a distant land and there he spends his fortune on parties and entertainment. When the money runs out, he finds himself as a stranger in a foreign land without friends or means to survive. The only job he can find is feeding pigs. While he is doing this he realizes that even his father’s servants are better off than he is now. He then decides to return to his father, ask for forgiveness, and be accepted back into the household, perhaps not with the perks and privileges of a son, but at least as one of his father’s workers. 

If you allow me some literary freedom and allow me to put this parable in a modern context, it would sound something like this: There is a family business that is run by the father and where his two sons work there as well. The younger son, who has been hanging around with “the wrong crowd” wants to have the freedom to do as he pleases without having to say to his father why he is showing up late to work and denying that he is doing drugs or drinking too much. So one day he decides to ask his father for his share of the business and leaves. Let me now come back to Jesus’ story. 

The story tells that the father had always hoped for his foolish son to come to his senses and come back home. He goes out to the road frequently with the hope that one day he will he will see his son coming back. And one day, "… while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.” The son is repentant as he is embraced by his father. "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.” (v. 21) His father’s 

response is a moving picture of unconditional love: His father greets him with open arms. He calls for the "fatted calf" to be killed in celebration of his son’s return. The older brother becomes angry, apparently jealous of the favored treatment toward his faithless brother and feeling slighted at the lack of reward for his own faithfulness. But the father responds: "'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' 
I have used this parable many times as the basis of evangelistic sermons, yet, the parable of the Prodigal Son also speaks of another lesson, that of God’s unfailing love for Israel. If we consider this story as a picture of God’s unconditional love for Israel, we see that the parable contains three protagonists: The loving father, representing a loving God; Israel, represented as the Prodigal Son, and the church, the jealous brother. As with any illustration, using this parable as a picture of God’s love for Israel, it has its limitations. In this case, the jealous brother represents the church, which in biblical chronology would be the younger brother. 

What then is the meaning of the parable as it applies to God, Israel and the church? Israel has had all the privileges as the rightful son of a rich, loving father. There were times when Israel took advan​tage of all that God provided, and regrett​ably, there was a time that Israel rebelled against the Father and has remained largely far from God. Israel’s rejection of the Messiah represents the son’s rebellion against the father. Although, as a political entity Israel has been restored to the land, spiritually it remains in a spiritual “galut.” 

From this same perspective, I find the most interesting analogy is that of the other son representing the church. He is at the same time faithful to the father, but lacks understanding with regard to his wayward brother. The history of the New Testament church is sometimes hard to comprehend, for while at the same time it adheres to its love for the father, there were times when it could not accept the father’s love for the Prodigal son, Israel. The church’s relation​ship to Israel ought to be that of a brother that, like his father, is ready and waiting for the return of his estranged brother. Israel’s spiritual and physical restoration should be a joyful and expected event for the church, not something to be reluctantly rationalized 

In closing, the picture of God is the lov​ing father. He is pictured as the God of faithfulness, as a father expecting his son’s love, but not demanding it or imposing it. A father, whose love for his wayward son makes him always ready and waiting with open arms for his beloved son’s return.We look towards the day when the history of Israel, God, and the church, will have the same happy ending as the Parable of the Prodigal Son. When at the feast the father says, “this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” May it be so with the relationship between God and his two sons: Israel and the Church. 
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