
  In His debate with the Jewish elders about Sabbath observance Jesus said, “You search the Scriptures 
because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about Me.” (John 
5:39, ESV)  The Scriptures are nothing more than God's and Mary's Son, to paraphrase Dr. Luther.  All 
of the Scriptures are about Christ.  All of the Scriptures.  Yet what seems so very obvious at first blush 
is not so obvious when one considers the standard hermeneutical method employed for a long time in 
Lutheranism.  Several years ago I decided that in my daily psalmody I would read each psalm 
Christologically, as if each psalm was first and foremost about Jesus.  What a revelation to read the 
psalter in this way. The Church was done a disservice when the psalms were parsed into “Messianic” 
and “non-Messianic” categories, and when the sum total of the Old Testament Christological 
prophecies was reduced to the number of times an Old Testament Messianic passage was cited book, 
chapter and verse in the New Testament, which would mean that less than fifty verses of the Old 
Testament are Messianic.  Not even the most ardent anti-allegorist, proof-texter believes that.  All of the 
Scriptures are Christ.

  Many years ago a friend of mine made this observation about the interpretation of the parables of our 
Lord, “Perhaps,” he said, “the prodigal son is Jesus.”  Hmm.  His seemingly offhand comment 
intrigued me, but I pursue it no further; that is, not until I was roundly criticized for an article which I  
wrote identifying the Good Samaritan as Jesus (incidentally an identification which Luther himself 
makes).  The criticism was so off the mark that I was prompted to explore my friend's comment about 
the parable of the prodigal son.  I pray that the thoughts which follow will enrich your understanding of 
this text, or at the very least challenge some assumptions.

  At the outset let me state that the typical treatment of this parable, which views us sinners as typified 
by the prodigal son, is a valid interpretation.  The parable is about us and the mercy of God, but it can 
(and must) be read Christologically as well.  These two views are not mutually exclusive; in fact, they 
inform one another.  This second (admittedly shocking) interpretation is arrived at by careful attention 
to the context of Luke 15.  The three parables in this chapter about lostness and the mercy of God are 
the immediate and internal context for this parable. They should not be viewed as separate entities, but 
rather as an organic whole.  The mercy of God toward sinners is the central theme of the parables, and 
each adds its own particular nuance to the whole.  However, the third parable is the culminating piece 
of this triad and the focus of this study.  The greater context has to do with Jesus' table fellowship and 
the opposition of the jealous leaders of the people.  This motif begins in the home of Levi, where Jesus 
enjoyed Levi's feast but suffered the criticism of the Pharisees for eating with “sinners”.  It continues in 
chapter 7 at the table of a certain Pharisee where Jesus is anointed by a sinful woman and endures more 
criticism. Jesus is given a respite from criticism when He is welcomed at the table of Mary and Martha 
(chap. 10). Table fellowship, and a Sabbath controversy, follow in chapter 14 at the home “of one of the 
rulers of the Pharisees.” This theme carries over to the first two verses of chapter 15,which are crucial 
to a proper understanding of the third parable. Chapter 15 of Luke is bound by two bookends, so to 
speak, and just as bookends match each other, so the beginning and the ending of the parable should be 
paired. The chapter begins with the offense taken by the Pharisees and the scribes over Jesus' table 
fellowship with tax collectors and sinners. They pronounce this calumny: “This Man receives sinners 
and eats with them.” (v 2) That Jesus ate with sinners was not really the great offense for the elders, but 
rather that the people held Him to be the Messiah and the Son of God, honors which Jesus accepted as 
the truth. From the point of view of the theologians, God the Father would not honor a man who 
practiced such loose table fellowship. Obviously, one who did such a thing could not be the Son of 
God. They would look for another messiah. 

  The second bookend, which forms the final boundary of the chapter, is the statement that the father of 
the prodigal son made to his elder son, who was miffed at the acceptance and honor which the father 



bestowed upon his wayward brother.  The elder son clearly typifies the jealous Pharisees and scribes 
who felt that their younger rabbinic brother, Jesus, was not worthy of Messianic honor.  Now here's 
where the whole thing came together from my perspective.  If the leaders objected to the Messianic 
honor given to and claimed by Jesus, and if the elder son in the parable typifies the leaders, then Jesus, 
the object of their pique, is typified by the prodigal son, the object of his brother's displeasure.  Both 
Jesus and the younger son fellowshipped with sinners and both were resented by seemingly more 
respectable people.  With this as the starting point, let us venture into the parable.

  In Luke 19 Jesus would tell a parable about a certain nobleman who journeyed into “a far country to 
receive for himself a kingdom and then return.” (19:12)  The nobleman is clearly Jesus and the “far 
county” is clearly this world and the Lord's sojourn here.  In the parable before us it is noteworthy that 
the younger son also “took a journey into a far country” (15:13), which corresponds to our Lord's 
Incarnation.  Now what of the inheritance which the younger son asks of his father?  In the New 
Testament heirship and inheritance are used almost exclusively of Christ and His people, who are 
“fellow heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17)  Jesus is the Heir.  Furthermore, all three of the synoptic 
Gospels record the parable about the wicked tenants who plotted to kill the landlord's son, whom they 
call the heir, an obvious reference to the plot of the elders to kill Jesus.  The inheritance of God the Son 
is all that belongs to God the Father, including his kingdom, power and glory.  Also included in the 
inheritance is Christ's beloved Church, upon which He would bestow the inheritance through His last 
will and testament read on Maundy Thursday and enacted though His death on Good Friday, which is 
celebrated and received at every Sunday Eucharist.  The elders also received the inheritance of the 
Church, but their malfeasance meant the abdication of their office, for they placed heavy legalistic  
burdens upon men's shoulders, yet did not lift a finger to ease the weight. (Matt. 23)

  Of course the obvious objection to all this is that the younger son goes on to squander the father's 
property with a prodigal life style, or as his older brother self righteously said to his father, “But when 
this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf 
for him!” (v 30).  How can it possibly be said of Jesus that He lived in this manner?  From heirship to 
whores!  From heaven to a pigsty!  Well, the accusation sticks for here we are presented with the Great 
Reversal!  Perhaps this will help:  A commonly held view of the Atonement is that Jesus is very much 
like a pinch hitter in baseball, that is, He lives a perfect life on our behalf and dies our death in our 
stead.  True enough.  However, St. Paul digs deeper into the matter with his shocking logion in 2 
Corinthians 5:21 where he writes, “For our sake (the Father) made him to be sin who knew no sin, so 
that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (emphasis added)  Christ not only suffers for 
sinners, but He mysteriously becomes one with them in their sin and its disastrous consequences.  He 
becomes the mass murderer, the rapist, the molester, the thief, the one who commits genocide, etc. 
Jesus is the maximum peccator!  Since Jesus has been made “to be sin” for us it is most fitting that He 
be depicted as a sinner in this parable.  Yes, it is as if he squanderer God's goodly gifts, as we have 
wasted our time and talents.  If is as if He slept with prostitutes, as we have fornicated in thought and 
perhaps in deed.  It is as if He sank down into the wallow, as we have wallowed in our filthy, angry 
thoughts and self pity.  There is something more here.  Jesus is also pictured in the parable in our 
“better” moments.  Notice how the younger son, once he comes to his senses, still suffers from the self 
righteousness of his older brother, believing that he can make up for past sins by becoming a servant of 
his father.  We too are no strangers to manipulating God and others.  The profit motive often lurks 
behind many of our “good” deeds.

  Before we go any further we need to return to the younger son's request to have his inheritance before 
the customary time.  Arthur Just in his comments on this request in his commentary on Luke in the 
Concordia Commentary series (1997) notes the outrageousness of the son's request.  In effect he is 



asking his father to die, for an inheritance most typically was received upon the death of the father.  At 
the risk of being accused of Patripassianism, our heavenly Father's “death” occurred in His offering up 
of Jesus as the atoning sacrifice for our sins (there is a kernel of truth in most heresies).  God the Father 
doesn't have the grim luxury of dying in the place of His Son, which any honorable father would do. 
No, He holds nothing back and gives up all for us men and our salvation.

  The ultimate sacrifice will be made.  We have come to the Week of the Passion in Jesus ' story.  In the 
parable the father's exultant words are truly paschal, “For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he 
was lost, and is found.” (v 24)  With these words repeated once more the fifteenth chapter comes to a 
close.  Good Friday and Easter Sunday!  Death and resurrection!  What next?  Ascension, of course. 
“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.'” (v 22)  These words are reminiscent of the robe of righteousness of the 
Messianic age (Is. 61:10)  They also bring to mind the Messianic character of the royally ascended 
Joseph who was once “dead” to his father Jacob, but given back to him alive, “...to bring it about that 
many people should be kept alive, as they are today.” (Gen. 50:20)  Clearly messianic.

  The older son knew that the jig was up.  He had been displaced by his brother, who was now the chief 
heir.  His behavior showed that he too was a prodigal son no better than his brother.  He too acquiesced 
to his father's “death” by accepting his share of the inheritance.  His pathetic self pity blinded him to 
his father's constant care for him.  His selfishness negated any concern for a once lost soul.  His 
bitterness robbed him of the joy of the angels of heaven who rejoice over one sinner who repents.  The 
Pharisees and scribes had to have been deeply stung by the ending of the parable, an ending which 
brings to mind the close of the book of Jonah.  Luke chapter 15 and Jonah chapter 4 brilliantly end with 
a question about mercy toward sinners, a question which goes unanswered, thus amplifying its power. 
Walter Roehrs, in his remarks about the ending of the Book of Jonah, makes the trenchant comment 
about Pharisaism of all ages, “OT and NT unite to pose the question designed to be perpetually 
disturbing to smug men or smug churches who claim God's unlimited mercy for themselves and yet 
would limit for others.  The story of Jonah reminds us that these 'ethical' protests against mercy for 
scoundrels stem from an unethical root, from disobedience to the Word of our gracious God.” (The 
Concordia Self-Study Commentary  [CPH, 1979], p 618)  

 If the fifteenth chapter of Luke is read only in the typical fashion (a valid reading), but not read 
Christologically, then we are left with divine mercy without divine atonement.  In other words, God 
simply forgives by fiat (just as long as you do your part).  This is the view of divine forgiveness which 
most world religions and most people hold to, but it is cheap grace, which, in the end leads us in the 
way of the Law and to final destruction.  For all the criticism that we have of the view of the atonement 
held by Islamists and Jews, at least in these human traditions there is the concept of making up for 
one's misdeeds, although these reactions to Christianity's “cheap grace” are in the end wholly cheap 
themselves.  Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd who seeks His lost sheep (the first parable of chapter 
15).   Through the Church, His Bride, He continues to diligently seek the lost (the second parable).  The 
Good Shepherd becomes the Lamb of God who lays down His life for us prodigals, that we might 
receive the mercy of God and be welcomed into the Feast of feasts where it is meet and right “to 
celebrate and be glad” with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven and earth!  For 
the Son of God was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.”  Thanks be to God!

In the Name of the Father and of the Son + and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 



 


