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The story of the Prodigal Son, or the Lost Son, usually holds the 

wayward son as the main character of the story. But when you look closely, 
the story is really about a father who loves so deeply it’s ridiculous. The 
Prodigal Son is a story that Jesus told to illustrate God’s love. It didn’t 
actually happen ... Jesus uses the story to help his listeners then (and us 
today) to understand the depth of God’s forgiving love for us.  

Usually I look at scripture and try to make sense of it through the lens 
of prayer and life around us today. But this time it was a totally different 
scripture reading that gave me new eyes for an old story.  

In my devotions I’ve been reading in the Old Testament, 2 Samuel, 
the stories of King David, who lived about 1000 years before Jesus walked 
the earth. Part of King David’s story reminds me of the story of the Prodigal 
son. David was Israel’s favourite king.  

Remember —  he’s the shepherd boy who killed Goliath. But he’s far 
from a perfect king — he’s also the guy who has an affair with the beautiful 
Bathsheba, and when his cover-ups don’t work, he orders the murder of 
her husband. Because he was a real king, and not an illustration, the story 
and the love shown is not tidy. It’s complex and messy. 

King David has several sons (he’s got several wives after all!) and 
after a series of sad and tragic events his son Absalom turns away from his 
father and tries to mount a rebellion against him.  

Absalom is basically successful in his rebellion, with part of the 
country declaring Absalom as king. He is so successful that his father, King 
David, has to flee Jerusalem with those who are loyal to him. While David 
and his followers hide in the hillside caves, Absalom takes over Jerusalem 
and his father’s house and publicly sleeps with all his father’s concubines. 
(Who needs Game of Thrones when you have the Old Testament!) With a 
firm hold on Jerusalem, Absalom now goes out in battle to find and kill his 
father and secure the entire kingdom for himself. Though Absalom had 
completely betrayed his father, nevertheless, as they draw near to battle, 
King David orders all his men not to harm his son.  

Joab is the commander of David’s army and he is practical, loyal, 
level-headed and very skilled. When Joab comes across Absalom, despite 
King David’s command, he doesn’t waste the opportunity and kills him on 
the spot. Joab knows it’s the only way to end this rebellion. When King 



David hears the news that his son is dead, he is filled with grief and cries 
out: “Oh my son Absalom! O Absalom, my son, my son! If only I had died 
instead of you — O Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 Sam 18: 33) His 
outpouring of grief for his enemy is so great that Joab knows he has to 
quickly talk some sense into David or he’ll lose all credibility and support. 
So Joab says to King David: “Today you have humiliated all your men, who 
have just saved your life and the lives of your sons and daughters and the 
lives of your wives and concubines. You love those who hate you and hate 
those who love you. … I see that you would be pleased if Absalom were 
alive today and all of us were dead. Now go out and encourage your men. I 
swear by the Lord that if you don’t go out, not a man will be left with you by 
nightfall.”  (2 Sam 19:5-7) 

Joab was right to talk sense into David. His love and grief were 
blinding him to how this looked and was being received by his followers. 
What David was doing and how he was acting was political suicide, and 
Joab knew it. David wisely listens to Joab and does get up and go out to 
encourage those who had fought valiantly for him.  

Joab got it partly right when he said to David: “You love those who 
hate you and you hate those who love you.” No doubt that’s exactly how it 
looked.  

***************************************************** 
The story that Jesus tells of the Prodigal Son makes it clear that the 

younger son had done the worst of the worst. He had asked for an 
inheritance before his father was dead — which was the same thing as 
saying “I wish you were dead”— and when remarkably it is given to the 
son, he doesn’t even treasure the gift, but squanders it in the worst way 
possible. He ends up in a famine; feeding pigs. If you are a devout Jew you 
can’t sink any lower than feeding pigs. Any credible Jew would say he more 
than deserved that fate, in fact he probably deserved Absalom’s fate for 
what he had done. The elder son who was faithful and hardworking 
deserved to be honoured and rewarded with the full inheritance, and the 
younger irresponsible son deserved nothing.  

At the end of the story, the older son comes in from the field and 
hears a party going on. When he finds out why there is a party — that it’s 
for his no-good younger brother, the elder is beyond angry. He’s angry with 
his brother but he’s even angrier with his father. I bet the elder son thought 
the same thing as Joab did when he heard about the party going on for his 
younger brother.  ‘You hate those who love you and you love those who 
hate you’. 



Sometimes we see the world in black and white. Sometimes we think 
that in order for someone to be truly for us—to really love us—they have to 
be against those whom we see as being against us. In other words, we 
sometimes say ‘If you’re a friend of that person who hurt me (or with whom 
I don’t agree) then you can’t be my friend. You’re either for me or you’re 
against me. And if you’re for me you can’t be for that person or that kind of 
person.’ That’s how Joab would have seen it, and that’s how the elder 
brother saw it too. Cut and dried. Black and white. 

But God won’t agree to those terms. God doesn’t play by our rules. 
God will love who God will love even if it offends us. And the odds are good 
that at some point God’s love will offend you. Are you willing to follow the 
Lord even when you don’t agree or don’t understand?  Most of the time, if 
we’re honest, we’d rather be the judge — we’d rather play God than follow 
God. But being a Christian means surrendering our will and view of the 
world for God’s.  

The truth is the father of the Prodigal Son, like King David, did love 
those who were close to him and served him, but he also loved the one 
who had betrayed him so very badly, his son. You see no matter what 
Absalom had done or would do, David could never ever forget who 
Absalom was — he was his son. For David, his son’s value did not come 
from his deeds but from his identity that could never be taken away. As a 
result, his public outpouring of grief was great and more than his son 
‘deserved’.  

Likewise, the father in Jesus’ story does not give his son what he 
deserved: he does the opposite. Instead of having him stoned, or cutting 
him off completely he does the absurd ... he gives him a robe and a ring 
and he throws a lavish party for him.  

I was talking to someone this week who struggles with her family. 
Who doesn’t struggle with a family member somewhere? She said to me 
“My mother isn’t as forgiving as God.” I couldn’t help it: I laughed. We 
laughed together because who is as forgiving as God? No one. Who loves 
us the way God loves us? No one.  

But I think we catch a glimpse of how God loves when we care for a 
baby, or when we care for a sick or elderly person. We catch a glimpse, 
because we do not love a baby because of what they can do or how much 
money is in their bank account or how well they can play basketball or even 
how cute they are — some of them really aren’t that cute! (Do you 
remember the Dukes of Hazzard? Boss Hog was the mayor of the town 
and in one of the episodes he ingests a truth serum, and as he’s going 
around downtown he sees a baby in a carriage and says to the mother: 



“My, that is the homeliest baby I’ve ever seen!”) We love babies because of 
who they are, not what they have accomplished. Jean Vanier who started 
the L’Arche community that provides life-long homes for people with 
developmental and physical disabilities, understood this. I’ve talked about 
him before. He understood that what is true for those in our society who 
can’t do is actually true for each of us. Our true value is in who we are. No 
matter what you do or don’t do, you are a child of God.  

Still, what about the incredible pain that the Prodigal son causes? 
What about Absalom’s betrayal? Is it just no big deal? Of course not. No, 
it’s not that the pain and the hurt caused by the one God loves is 
diminished. Clearly the pain is a searing pain — it’s just that God’s love is 
so great that he’s willing to take on the pain for our sake and for the hope 
that we will come home at last. 

Jesus went to a cross because of his, and God’s, ridiculous love for 
us. I don’t claim to fully understand the cross, but I know that through it we 
are reconciled to God — through it we are welcome home even with all our 
missteps, all our selfishness, all our small-mindedness, all our prejudice 
against other children of God, all our shame and our sin. 

Absalom never made it home. By the grace of God, the younger son 
did come to his senses and return home. We’re not told the rest of the 
story, how it played out after the party; but we can imagine it probably 
would not have been all sunshine and roses. Real life never is. But when 
you know you are loved even at your worst it changes you so that you can 
be more and you can love more, love so big that sometimes it hurts.  

Paul in his letter to the Romans sums it up this way:  
“So don’t you see that we don’t owe this old do-it-yourself life one red cent. 
There’s nothing in it for us, nothing at all. The best thing to do is give it a 
decent burial and get on with your new life. God’s Spirit beckons. There are 
things to do and places to go! This resurrection life you received from God 
is not a timid, grave-tending life. It’s adventurously expectant, greeting God 
with a childlike “What’s next, Papa?” God’s Spirit touches our spirits and 
confirms who we really are. We know who he is, and we know who we are: 
Father and children. And we know we are going to get what’s coming to 
us—an unbelievable inheritance! We go through exactly what Christ goes 
through. If we go through the hard times with him, then we’re certainly 
going to go through the good times with him!” (Romans 8:14-17) 

This Father’s Day may you begin to understand The Father’s love for 
you, and may you love just a little bit bigger. Thanks be to God. Amen.  

 
 


