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Jesus: the Parable of Divine Love

A Study of the Parables – Part 4
The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)
‘The Older Son’ (Luke 15:25-32)
Note: Our Feb. 2 class was cancelled due to the winter storm.  These Lesson 4 notes are exactly the same ones that were distributed by email last week, except for the new date.
Luke 15:25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing.  26 And he called one of the servants and asked what this meant.  27 And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has received him safe and sound.’  28 But he was angry and refused to go in.  His father came out and entreated [begged] him, 29 but he answered his father, ‘Lo, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command; yet you never gave me a kid [young goat], that I might make merry with my friends.  30 But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf!’  31 And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.  32 It was fitting to make merry and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’” 

The Failure of Begging (verse 28)
“His father came out and entreated him … ”

1. One of the divine calls of God is, “let us argue it says the Lord” (Isa 1:18).  The OT is full of arguments with God in prayer (Ps 44:10-17; Ps 80:5-8).  The main point is the “Right to Argue” a case.  Abraham does (Gen 18:23-32).  Later Moses confronts God with an understandably strong protest (Exodus 5:22-23): “O Lord! Why did You bring harm upon this people? Why did you send me? Ever since I came to Pharaoh to speak In Your name, he has dealt worse with this people; but You have not delivered Your people at all.”  Then God says “Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh … ” (Exodus 6:1-8).   The relationship was nowhere more tenuous than when Israel chose to worship the Golden Calf.  On that occasion, as on many others, Moses still argued in prayer and interceded on Israel’s behalf, to turn God from His decision to destroy the Israelites (Exodus 32:9-14), “The Lord further said to Moses, ‘I see that this is a stiff- necked people.  Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them and that I may destroy them, and make of you a great nation.’”  But Moses implored the Lord his God, saying, “Let not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand.  Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.’  Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people.  Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, how You swore to them by Your Self and said to them: ‘I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will give to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess forever.’  And the Lord renounced the punishment He had planned to bring up on his people.” 

2. The father in the parable continues with the same way.  He argues.  Jesus argued with many groups in the Gospel of John.  There were many questions Jesus asked: “Why you are outraged is it because I healed a man in the Sabbath?” (Joh 7:21-24).  When Jesus was told that he is a Samaritan and demon possessed, Jesus did not accept the charge but denied it (John 8:48- 51).  When Jesus was asked are you greater than Abraham? Jesus answered, “I am before Abraham was” (John 8:58). 
3. This failure [of the son to understand] is like many others in our life and comes out of many sources:
a.
Everyone else is wrong. [Note: An acute sign of madness is that when there is no doubt at all in the mind and no attempt to reconsider or re-think again that there may be something that was not taken into the account.  Added to that “that I am right and all of them are wrong.” – Dr. Frank Lake].

b. 
We speak very often of pride, but what is pride? It is the Ego that is higher and wiser and does not accept another view.
c.
Infinite self-love that has no room for love for even one person     
Self-Image and Self-Claim (verse 29)
1. Lo, these many years I have served you. 
2. I never disobeyed your command.

3.  You never gave me a kid that I might make merry with my friends.
Anger Comes from Self-Image (verse 29)
1. I am good.

2.    I never disobeyed your command.  He claimed to never have disobeyed a “command.”  This is not a veiled reference to the Pharisees and scribes who were present (15:2), for the term for “command” has the same meaning as “commandment.”  The language of the Older son, “never have I disobeyed your command” echoes Deuteronomy 26:13 (LXX) “I have not transgressed your commandment.”
3.  
Then the comparison of the killing of fatted calf with a “kid” or a “young goat” for the celebration.  This comparison says that the father is somehow mean.  A calf is more expensive that a Goat   
4.  
If I am good,  I deserver better treatment.
‘I Am Good’ but In What Sense?

1. 
Cyril of Alexandria (5th Cent) comments on the words of the Older brother: “If anyone says that the virtuous and sober son signifies Israel according to the flesh, we cannot agree to this opinion.  In no way is it fitting to say that Israel chose a blameless life.  Throughout the whole inspired Scripture, we see them accused of being rebels and disobedient.” Homily 107, 2 on the Gospel of Luke.
2. 
Luke provides us with a short statement as an introduction to the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Collector, “Jesus told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and despised others” ( Luke 18:9).  In Matthew 18:10 Jesus also told those who were asking “who is the greater in the kingdom” that unless they become like children they will never enter the kingdom and then added, “Do not despise one of those little ones.”
A Letter from Philemon

My beloved brother in the Lord,

I am truly grieved that your close friends were expecting you to have obtained a degree in medicine rather than in theology and the Study of the Bible.  There attitude reveals to you that they don’t honor the Lord.  It is good for your soul to be despised because this should act on your love for Jesus our Beloved to see whether you truly love Jesus or that your love is still undeveloped.  St. Paul considered all that he had possessed, including his “righteousness acceding to the Law” as “rubbish,” in order to gain Jesus and to live in Him (Phil 3:7), to become like the Lord Jesus.  Be like the Lord who left his glory and took a form of a slave (Phil 2:6).  This self-emptying is the only way to real eternal glory.  False glory is temporary and it fades away with time.  Eternal glory is with Jesus and is in him only. Rejoice for the good knowledge that you have acquired will serve the Lord and keeps you in him.  All branches of our knowledge are good for this life and they train us to glorify God; that is good.  Despise not those who despise you because if you fall into this sin, this points to a sleeping pride hidden into your heart and this pride will control your love and lead your love only to yourself.  This is the hidden Hell that some of us not notice it because it is hidden and is also acceptable.
May our Lord save us from what is hidden in the depth of our hearts.
Pray for me.

Philemon

15 Jan 1970    

The Language of Anger and Condemnation (verse 30)
“This son of yours who has devoured your living with harlots, you killed for him the fatted calf … .”
The older son has at least two good reasons for his anger:

a. Dividing the inheritance 

b. Wasting it on harlots.

But he has no reason for being angry with his father.  Throughout the interchange between him and his father the older son did address his father as father.

Attitude Expressed by a Selected Vocabulary

1.  
“This son of yours” was an attempt of disassociation.  I have nothing to do with him.
2.  
The blame was directed to the father.  After all, it was the father who divided the property, as if to say, “He is your son, and is no longer my brother.” 
3.  
Anger gives a rational reason why the older brother refused to enter his own house and participate in the banquet.   By saying “This son of yours devoured your living with harlots,” he has committed a “capital sin” and should have been stoned.  He is such a “horrible” sinner that the Law demands his death not a banquet.
4.  
In Luke 15:31 the father said: “you are always with me.”  This statement was not exclusively about the Pharisees and scribes, but it did not exclude Israel.  Israel and God were together through good and bad times.  The older brother did not rejoice and the restoration of his brother was unacceptable.  Truly the Pharisees and the Scribes grumble over the reception of “sinners” by Jesus.   N. T. Wright, in his book “Jesus and the Victory of God” (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996, page 126) thinks that the younger son and his return represent exile and restoration of Israel.  But this is not even a hidden hint at all in the parable.
The Mind of Jesus

1. By looking at the Gospel of Luke before reading the whole of chapter 15, we can see that the events that took place before this particular parable can help us to unlock its message:

a.
Jesus goes to the Synagogue and read portions of Isaiah about the Messiah and applied it to himself (Luke 4), and in the same chapter Jesus does not want to do any miracles in Nazareth.  The people were angry and took him to throw him in the ravine to kill him (4:26-27).  Jesus goes through the crowd unharmed.
b. 
In Luke 5 Jesus called Levi the Tax Collector and had supper with him (5:30).
c. 
This was followed by Three Sabbaths in Luke 5 and 6.  In the three, Jesus breaks the Law of the Sabbath.  Then chapter 6 puts the question “What shall we do with Jesus?” (6:21).  The record of hate and its level is on the rise.  Jesus speaks of the desolation and the destruction of the “House” and called it even a “great destruction.”
d. 
Jesus demolishes the tradition of the Elders in his Sermon (6:17ff),
e. 
The rest of the events are disturbing: the healing of the slave of the Roman Centurion (7:1-10), and pointed to the new family in the kingdom.  Jesus’ brothers are those who hear the word of God and do what it says (8:19).
f. 
Jesus transfigured and became more bright than the sun (9:28ff) and send a small mission to a Samaritan village (9:51) to take away the ethnic pride of his apostles. We must not forget that this little mission to the Samaritan village ends with the parable of the Good Samaritan (10:25ff).
g. 
Chapter 11 is important.  Jesus challenged the religious authority about the power that cast out demons.  Jesus charges the Pharisees with the sin of blasphemy that has the capital penalty in the law, death.
h. 
Then comes a defiance at supper in a house of a Pharisee (11:37ff).  This raised up the temperature: “The Scribes and the Pharisees began to press him hard, and to provoke him to speak of anything, lying wait for him to catch at something he might say.” (11:53)
i. 
Jesus did not stop or even try to neutralize them.  Jesus heals on the Sabbath (14:1ff). 
2. Then we reach what looks like a title for chapter 15:  “Now the tax collectors and the harlots were all drawing near to hear him. And the Pharisees and the scribes murmured saying; ‘This man receives sinners and eats with them.’” (15:1-2). Jesus is not a prophet nor is He acting like any of the prophets of the OT.  Jesus reveals his divinity by:

a. His teaching 

b. His love for those who are left outside the normal life of the society and even are despised.  Only God our Creator can do that. 
The Conclusion of the Parable

[After hearing the parable,] the mixed crowd must have acted differently.  Jesus never concluded a parable.  He provided one interpretation of the parable of the Sower.  The parable is not a story that has to give us a bibliographical end.  It is a kind of a teaching that provokes us.  The parable ends with the words of the father.  Nothing more is said about either son.  Did the elder finally accede to his father’s wish?  Did the younger prosper in his new status?  Did the two reconcile?  The parable comes to an end with the father’s words.
This end itself tells us something of the Mind of Jesus. He wants all to come to common life and to seek each other in love. The absence of an end is a call to those who like to be free from anything that can hider there common life.  It is possessions and property that can color and control our life.  This parable is like a “mirror” and it needs no further word “to enforce its intention” because in a mirror we see our faces without any help of words.

Letter from Philemon: The Prison of Anger  
Brother George, be aware of that secret current of pride that manifests itself in our anger. The older son was angry with his father.  There are three reasons for that kind of anger and the three appear good.
1. The Law is on the side of any form of condemnation.  But any condemnation should come from the Merciful Judge whose Mercy is exactly founded on his Justice.  The Bible is full of many declarations on the saving Justice of God especially in the Book of Psalms. 

2. Those who invoke the Law are those who are not aware of their sins and when they judge others they seek self-justification by what they want to inflict on others.  They see the pain of condemnation and comfort themselves that they are not the afflicted ones.

3. Anger is the Prison of Pride because like all prisoners who are locked behind bars and have lost their freedom of movement, they are locked in their selves and the self blocks their vision.

I have meditated on the warning of our Lord that unless we forgive our heavenly Father will not forgive.  The Lord whispered in my heart and told me as I kept saying to Him “why this is so?”  His word came from what He said: “the one who has shall have more, but the one who has none what he has shall be taken away from him (Matt 13:10).  When we receive forgiveness from our Heavenly Father, this gift will reach others but if we don’t forgive that gift will be taken away and that means that we will be under condemnation.
Pray for me the sinner

Philemon

30 Jan 1970
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