
Luke 15:11-24 
Running Away (and Being Caught) 

 
Main idea: God will not have you make any empty promises, but out of His love, God will apply His promise to 
you. 
 
If you’ve been around for at least a little bit, you should know that this year I’ve been preaching through the 
story of the Bible, hitting just some of the major stories along the way, and showing how really the Bible tells 
just one story, one epic story, from the beginning to the end. It’s the story about how God gives hope to the 
hopeless.  How He finds the lost  and gives life to the dead.  It’s the story about how although we sin, Jesus 1 2 3

saves.  4

 
Because contrary to popular belief, the Bible is not primarily about rules that we must follow in order for God to 
accept us, but about how even though we’ve broken all the rules, God came down in the form of a man and 
lived the sinless life that we failed to live, and then died in our place, so that His righteousness covers all our 
sins.  The Bible is not primarily a manual to follow, but a love letter to be celebrated, from God to us.  5 6

 
The Scripture passage that we’ll be looking at today is a beautiful reminder of that story, as we look at the 
parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15. 
 
This is one of Jesus’s most famous parables. In fact, because I love it so much, and because I’m the pastor 
and I can make these kinds of decisions, we began memorizing this parable together last month at Bowling & 
Bible, and we’ll continue doing that this Tuesday. Everyone who comes is memorizing at their own pace, so 
even if you weren’t able to make it last month, you can start at the beginning this Tuesday and there’s no 
pressure to catch up with anyone else. But I’m pretty sure you’ll get the first verse pretty quick. It starts like this. 
 
Verse 11. 
 

And he said, “There was a man who had two sons.” (Luke 15:11) 
 
We’ll be reading just the first half of this parable today, the part that we’re often more familiar with, but I 
encourage you to go home and read the second part of it too. The second part of the parable is about the other 
son, actually, the firstborn son, and how the father extends an invitation to him as well, so we see that no 
matter who you are, or what you’ve done, God invites you to celebrate in His kingdom.  7

 
But this morning, we’re going to be looking primarily at the younger son’s story. Verse 12. 
 

And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ 
And he divided his property between them. (Luke 15:12) 
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In this verse, we see that the younger son made an unreasonable request. And it was actually a very 
disrespectful request. Because when is an estate typically divided between children? When the parents die, 
right? So this son was basically telling his father, “You’re dead to me, just give me your stuff.” 
 
Do we ever make unreasonable, disrespectful requests of God? I’d like to think that all of my prayers are for 
God’s glory, but honestly, I probably pray selfishly all the time, and I don’t even realize it. Jesus taught us to 
pray for our daily bread,  but I wonder how often I pray for my daily caviar. Like, instead of praying for my 8

needs, how often do I sneak in my wants and try to disguise them as my needs? How often do I pray, “God, 
just give me your stuff!”? 
 
And yet, God doesn’t scoff at our unreasonable requests. He doesn’t always answer them the way we want, 
but He never laughs at us because we turned to Him and asked Him for something we don’t really need. In 
fact, God often gives us what we ask for,  especially when we’re seeking His kingdom first, and, like in the 9

parable of the persistent widow, we cry out to Him day and night.  And even when God doesn’t give us what 10

we ask for, it’s likely because there’s something even better for us that we didn’t even consider.  11

 
But sometimes God gives us exactly what we ask for, even though it will lead us to poverty and hardship, so 
that we might see exactly how far we’ve strayed from Him.  That’s what the father did in the parable of the 12

prodigal son. The father divided his property, and gave the younger son his portion, even though it would lead 
to his son’s demise. Verse 13. 
 

Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and 
there he squandered his property in reckless living. (Luke 15:13) 

 
The word “prodigal” means “reckless,” and refers to how this son recklessly wasted the wealth that was given 
to him by his father. It’s kind of like how Adam was in paradise, and yet ate from the one tree from which they 
were commanded not to eat.  It’s like how 70% of people who win the lottery actually go broke because they 13

recklessly spend their winnings.  And it’s like how every one of us uses most of what God gives us not to help 14

others, but to help ourselves.  15

 
We tend to squander our time, energy, and resources in reckless living. And yet God gave us all these 
resources knowing that we’d waste them. Knowing that we would be disobedient. It’s like God even consigned 
us to disobedience...for a reason. 
 
Verse 14. 
 

And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 
So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to 
feed pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. 
(Luke 15:14-16) 
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For a Jew, this was like the lowest of lows. While there was no Jewish law against feeding pigs, only against 
eating them,  Jews still didn’t like the idea of even being associated with pigs, because pigs were unclean 16

animals.  17

 
But the younger son in this parable didn’t see any other choice. He recklessly spent everything that he had, 
everything that his father had given him, and now there was a severe famine, so he hired himself out to feed 
unclean pigs, and he longed to eat the food that he tossed to the pigs to eat, but even that wasn’t given to him. 
 
At this point, he was hopeless. He had become completely lost, and he felt worthless, and dead. 
 
There’s an old cliche that says, “When it rains, it pours.” Basically, it always seems like when something bad 
happens, other bad things start to happen at the same time, right? Like, when you drop your phone, and the 
screen cracks, you notice that you’re also out of ice cream and pizza rolls, and you think “When it rains, it 
pours!” Now, is that true?  Not really, but it does often seem that way, doesn’t it? Why does it seem that way? 18

Isn’t it because when we experience loss, we all of a sudden become so much more keenly aware of how 
fragile life is?  19

 
Maybe right now, or very recently, you felt like you reached your lowest low. And maybe right then, something 
else bad happened, and you sank even lower, and you felt so lost. And when all this happened, you just 
thought, “God, why?” 
 
Verse 17. 
 

But when he came to himself… (Luke 15:17a) 
 
Stop there a second, because I don’t want you to miss this. It says, “But when he came to himself…” So, who 
did he come to? Himself. Now, I know this is often just an expression, but I think Jesus used this phrase 
deliberately to say something about this young man’s heart. His heart had not yet fully returned to his father. 
He knew it would be better in his father’s house, but he had not yet been fully captured by his father’s love. 
 
Let’s continue reading. 
 

“But 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.”’ (Luke 15:17-19) 

 
So he had come to himself, and he made a plan. He knew that it was better in his father’s house, so he wanted 
to go back to his father’s house, not really to love his father and be loved as a son, but to work for his father’s 
stuff, like a servant. 
 

16 Leviticus 11:7-8 
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So he planned out what he would say. “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you.” It sounds good, 
doesn’t it? But the people that Jesus was telling this parable to, the Pharisees, would have immediately noticed 
how similar this sounded to Exodus 10:16. 
 

Then Pharaoh hastily called Moses and Aaron and said, “I have sinned against the LORD your God, 
and against you.” (Exodus 10:16) 

 
But Pharaoh only said this to stop the plague of the locusts. They were empty words, and as soon as the 
plague of the locusts was stopped, the Pharaoh changed his mind, and he did not let the people of Israel go.  20

 
You see, by using those same words, Jesus was saying that the prodigal son was no more repentant than the 
Pharaoh in Moses’s time. David Buttrick summarizes the prodigal son’s strategy this way: “I’ll go to Daddy and 
sound religious.” 
 
You ever pray, trying to sound religious? That’s not really what God wants. He wants your heart.  21

 
Well, regardless of the younger son’s sincerity, he made a plan, and he intended to make a promise. That’s 
kind of what we do, isn’t it? At least, I think that’s where a lot of genuine Christians are. We know it’s better in 
our father’s house, so we try to strike a deal with God. That’s how we often pray. “God, if you’ll just get me out 
of this, I’ll never sin again.” Or even, “God, save me, and I’ll live my life for You.” But it’s an empty promise, 
right? We’re not really even capable of filling our end of the bargain. 
 
And yet, I think it might also be the beginning of faith.  A lot of people who confess Jesus just want a get out of 22

hell free card. They come to trust in Jesus because they fear God, and fear hell, and rightly so.  But that’s also 23

not where God wants our faith to stay. God wants us to believe in Him not just out of fear, but out of love.  We 24

love because He first loved us.  25

 
The prodigal son wasn’t there yet, but I think he would be soon. Verse 20. 
 

And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt 
compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said 
to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on 
his feet. And 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.’ And they began to celebrate. (Luke 15:20-24) 

 
The prodigal son thought that he could strike a deal with his dad, but his dad wouldn’t have it. He ran to his 
son, and before his son could even propose a deal, he accepted his son back and threw a party. 
 
I mean, it seems kind of reckless of his father, right? Certainly his father should make sure that his son is 
worthy of such a party. He should make sure that his son is really going to stay, and not just take advantage of 
his love, right? 

20 Exodus 10:20. Not only did Pharaoh harden his own heart (Exodus 8:15), but the LORD hardened Pharaoh’s heart. 
21 Joel 2:13 
22 Proverbs 9:10 
23 Matthew 10:28 
24 1 John 4:18 
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But that’s not what the father in Jesus’s story does. He runs to his son, embraces him, and kisses him, not 
because his son deserved it, but simply because of the amazing love of the father. 
 
You see, the word “prodigal” not only applies to the younger son in this story, but to the father’s love. The 
father loves his children with reckless abandon, and rejoices when he brings them back into his house. 
 
I mean, look again at what the father said to his servants in verse 22. 
 

Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. (Luke 
15:22) 

 
Did the son deserve any of that at this point? No! He had already spent all of his inheritance! This was pure 
grace. And it was lavish grace. He gave his son not just any robe, but the best robe, and a ring, and shoes, not 
just the necessities, but over-the-top, just doing it because I love him grace! 
 
And the father wasn’t even done yet. Verse 23. 
 

And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. (Luke 15:23) 
 
The fattened calf was the one that they kept for the most festive occasions. They had other cows that they 
would butcher for their regular meals, but the fattened calf was the one that they intentionally made nice and 
plump so that when they were throwing a great party, they would kill it and eat it and have plenty of the best 
meat to go around. 
 
And that’s a symbol of what Christ’s death both is and leads to. Jesus was the sacrificial Lamb of God, 
slaughtered for us.  His body was broken for us, and His blood was shed for us, for the forgiveness of our 26

sins,  so that we would be granted entrance into His kingdom, to enjoy the Great Banquet,  and to celebrate 27 28

the Father’s love. 
 
But even as we celebrate God’s grace toward us, God is also celebrating something. 
 
Verse 24. 
 

For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate. 
(Luke 15:24) 

 
Maybe you can relate to the prodigal son. Maybe you’ve felt lost, and dead. And the Bible is clear that we were 
all lost and dead in our sins.  29

 
But the good news is that God is eagerly waiting for you to trust in Him as your treasure,  even after you’ve 30

squandered your inheritance in wild living. He’s scanning the horizon for you to return to Him. And God will not 
have you make any empty promises, but out of His love, God will apply His promise to you. 

26 1 Corinthians 5:7 
27 Matthew 26:26-29 
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In fact, this is why God allowed you to wander away in the first place: so that your relationship with Him 
wouldn’t be as a result of any righteousness that you can claim that’s from yourself, but rather due to God 
Himself being faithful to His promise. God let us run away from Him, because He planned to run after us. He 
planned to catch us and show us His goodness, and invite us to celebrate in His kingdom as His sons and 
daughters because of His grace toward us. 
 
And when Jesus died on the cross, He did. His blood was poured out, and His mercy was poured out, all over 
us. 
 
Paul said it like this in Romans 11: 
 

For God has consigned all to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all. (Romans 11:32) 
 
You see, although God did not cause us to sin, and isn’t responsible for our sin, and did not create evil, God 
allowed us to choose evil so that His mercy could be shown to sinners. And God wants to show His mercy to 
all sinners. Paul also wrote that: 
 

[God] desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. (1 Timothy 2:4) 
 
And that includes you. He wants to show you His mercy. Even though you’ve run away from Him, God wants 
you to be caught by His love, not so that you would make empty promises, but so that He would apply His 
promise to you. 
 
I actually take that old cliche, “When it rains, it pours,” completely differently, because I actually love the rain. I 
think the rain is an awesome illustration of God’s power, and His grace, just pouring down on us. So when I 
think of the expression, “When it rains, it pours,” I think, “Yes, God! Let your grace pour down on me. When 
I’ve squandered everything, and I’m hungry, and broken, let me finally see how much You’ve loved me and 
searched for me even when I came to my lowest low.” 
 
But God doesn’t want you to stay low. He raises you up. Just as Jesus was raised from the dead, we are 
raised to live a new life in Him.  That’s what baptism symbolizes. We’re raised to live, and to celebrate. 31

 
So where are you? Are you sitting in a financial hole you dug yourself in? Are you sitting in poor health that 
maybe you ate your way into? The thing is, we don’t have the power to get ourselves out. We don’t really have 
the willpower or the resources to make the changes. But we can come to God, our Father. We can confess to 
Him that we need His help. And He will greet us with an embrace. God won’t ask you how sincere you are 
about giving up donuts before He offers you His love and forgiveness. He won’t require you to put 10% of your 
next paycheck into the offering plate before He offers you grace for reckless spending. No, as Brennan 
Manning said, God just loves you as you are and not as you should be, because no one is as they should be. 
 
And as you realize His love for you, shown to you through Jesus Christ dying for you on the cross, you will 
receive His grace, and the Holy Spirit will come into your life to help you. So begin today. Confess your sins to 
God, and run back to Him. 

31 Romans 6:4 


