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The Prodigal Son is one of Jesus’ best-known parables. That much goes without saying. And as 
such, we should all have some sense as to its meaning. We should all have some sense as to what 
it’s about. But here’s where things get a bit tricky, because it’s not about just one thing. It’s about 
many things. That’s how these immortal biblical passages are. They yield ongoing interpretations, 
and they can all be true at the same time.  
 
Take Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden for instance. It’s fair to say that I’ve been studying 
that story for most of my adult life.  I have read so many interpretations of it that I’ve lost count. 
Just a few weeks ago I heard an interpretation of it that was brand new, filled with fresh insight 
and understanding. In the 3,000 years that Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden has been 
around, no one had ever come up with it.  
 
This is why the Bible never gets old. It defies mastery, just as God defies mastery. But back to the 
Prodigal Son. As I said, it’s about many things. It’s about God’s mercy. It’s about God’s patience. 
It’s about God’s care. It’s about God’s grief. It’s about God’s joy. It’s about God’s love. And it’s 
also about us. It’s about our greed. It’s about our opportunism. It’s about our ingratitude. It’s 
about our immorality. It’s about the utter futility of our attempts to find fulfilment apart from 
God. It’s about all these things.  But today let it be about something different from all of these. 
Let it be about our bitterness. 
 
Because that older brother was bitter - good and bitter. And who, really, could blame him? The 
younger brother was the bane of the older brother’s existence. And again, who, really, could 
blame the older brother for deeming him so? You can judge a man by his actions, so let’s do just 
that with regard to the younger brother.  
 
He asked his father for his inheritance while his father was still alive. Now I suppose that there 
could be legitimate reasons for doing so. What if your child had cancer, for instance, and you 
needed the money for medical treatment?  But such was not the case here. This was more a case 
of: I’m sick and tired of waiting around here for you to die. Cash me in early, and when you do I 
am clearing out.  The younger brother had no desire to follow in the footsteps of the older 
brother, wasting his life on the straight course of duty and responsibility. 
 
The father doubtless knew the younger brother’s character and knew that no good would come 
of his request. Yet sadly he gave him his inheritance, just as I have sadly given something to a 
child knowing it wouldn’t solve his problem. And in the case of the younger brother, it surely did 
not. He straight away blew it, and on prostitutes. 
 



And he got precisely what he deserved.  His inheritance exhausted, a famine hit the region and 
accelerated what would have happened anyway to a man of his ilk. Quickly as opposed to slowly, 
he hit rock bottom. There he wallowed like the swine he fed -- wallowed in misery, panic, and 
desperation and nearly starved to death in the process. But then came to himself.   
 
Now just as there are many interpretations of a biblical passage, there are many interpretations 
of the words within those passages. He came to himself. This doesn’t necessarily mean that he 
saw himself for who he was and repented. More often than not it means simply that he, “came 
to his senses.” But what does this mean? It probably means that he stopped wallowing and 
hatched a plan. This would be in line with the fact that we was an opportunist. Yes, he hatched a 
plan.  If he approached him in the right manner, his father might just take him on as a hired hand, 
and he’d be better off than he was now. The plan would probably work. After all, his father had 
been soft enough to give him his inheritance early. 
 
So he headed home, rehearsing the words he would say. But he didn’t need to use them. The 
father had been dwelling in the likelihood that he was dead. His death would have been the final 
stamp on his ruin. His death would have confirmed the irretrievable tragedy of his life. In this 
sense it may be easier for a parent to lose a righteous child than an unrighteous one. The 
righteous child’s life would have been worthwhile, would have made a difference. With an 
unrighteous child there could be no like consolation.  His life would have been nothing more than 
destruction and waste. But he was not dead. There was still life, so there was still hope. 
Accordingly, the father was overjoyed, and he celebrated.  
 
Enter the older son. He’d been at his father’s side all along. Day in and day out. Stepping in and 
stepping up. Doing everything right. Serving his father like the responsible and dutiful son that 
he was.  And here was his father gushing over his younger brother, while he himself had never 
received a scintilla of recognition or appreciation, while he himself was utterly taken for granted. 
And so, he was bitter. Of course he was bitter. I feel bitterness for him, just as I’ve felt my own 
bitterness and you yours. 
 
Because let’s admit it. We’ve all felt bitterness. We might even have our own version of the 
younger brother in our own family, who manipulates our parents and who our parents indulge, 
lavishing time, energy, and money, while we are overlooked because we’re low maintenance. 
 
Or it could be something else that has caused us to feel bitterness. We might have been betrayed 
by someone we loved, or worse betrayed and then abandoned. And the one who betrayed and 
abandoned us never looked back and never will.  
 
Or we might have worked for a corporation for the better part of our life, given it the essence of 
our creativity and vigor -- until one minute past our prime when we were put out to pasture – 
out with the old, and in with the new.  
 
Or we might have fallen prey to racism or homophobia, disparaged and undermined by some 
ignoramus who by dint of his racism or homophobia has deemed himself to be power up on us.  



 
Or we might have been afflicted by disease, robbed of our health and fraught with the all fears 
and anxieties attendant, then glanced around at everyone else imperviously enjoying what we’ve 
lost.  
 
Or we might have been, beyond the shadow of a doubt, in the right, but then discovered with 
dismay that everyone sided against us with the one who was in the wrong. Yes, for one reason 
or another, we’ve all felt bitterness. 
 
After all, bitterness is as old as time. Look at Naomi, from our Old Testament lesson. She and her 
family became refugees in a foreign land when a famine hit their own. They lost everything except 
each other. But then they lost each other. Naomi lost both her husband and her children.  
 
Eventually she was able to return to her homeland, where she was greeted with excitement by 
her old neighbors. Naomi has returned! They all exclaimed. But she could not respond civilly to 
them. They seemed not to fathom her loss. What did she care about a homecoming when all that 
gave her life meaning and fulfillment had been mercilessly stripped from her? She had been 
forced to drink from the cup of sorrow, down to the very dregs. Call me Naomi no longer! she 
lashed out at them, because Naomi meant pleasant. Call me what I am. Call me Mara, because 
Mara meant bitter.  
 
So the older son was bitter just as we’ve been bitter and just as bitterness has existed throughout 
all of time. And so for us, today, The Prodigal Son about our bitterness. Its lesson is simple 
enough. Do not be bitter. This is what the Father told the older son, after all. Do not be bitter. Do 
not be bitter, even though you may feel yourself amply entitled.  
 
And it’s a good lesson, I suppose, because who wants to be bitter? Bitterness is horrible. It lurks 
in us, at times dormant, but always ready spring to life at the right trigger. Then it consumes us 
like a cancer  – ravaging us with enmity, anxiety, strife, jealousy, and resentment. 
 
So, there you have it in a nutshell.  Do not be bitter.  
 
But there’s a rub. Why is there always a rub? Because the Prodigal Son, and the larger Bible for 
that matter, does not tell us how not to be bitter. And it is easier said than done.  
 
And yet we are left to figure it out ourselves. We are left to our own devices. Personally, when in 
this type of predicament, I don’t take it lying down. I whip into action. I throw everything at the 
predicament but the kitchen sink, then I throw the kitchen sink.  
 
So let’s start throwing.  
 
We can remind ourselves that life is not all about what we deem we should get out of it.  
 
We can refuse to be mired in the past. 



 
We can simply not indulge it, not focus on it.  
 
We can get busy. We can distract ourselves.  
 
We can surround ourselves with people and situations that don’t cause us bitterness.  
 
We can become productive. 
 
We can count our blessings.  
 
And then there is one more thing, and it’s the main thing. We can pray for the mind of Christ. 
Because the Bible is not a self-help manual. The Power of Positive Thinking is in fact an insidious 
biblical heresy. We pray for the mind of Christ. Because self-help will take us no further than 
ourselves. In this, and in all things in fact, we need more than ourselves. We need his mind, the 
one mind in human history that never succumbed to bitterness. And was there ever cause. 
 
He was God’s own son, and he demonstrated it – in his way, his truth, and his life. He was God’s 
own son, and he knew it. But no one else did. His disciples, those who knew him best, didn’t seem 
to have a clue. They evinced throughout his life and particularly his death determined ignorance.  
His enemies, ironically, gleaned a bit more. They gleaned that his truth was a threat to their lie; 
that his purity was a threat to their corruption; that his integrity was a threat to their hypocrisy. 
The people did not acquit themselves any better. He had caused quite a sensation by his 
miraculous deeds and prophetic words, and so they were at first enthralled by him, but they were 
more enthralled by the demagogues who induced them to scream for his crucifixion. In the end 
it was all just a bust. God’s own son, hanging from a cross amidst their rejection and jeers. And 
yet he never succumbed to bitterness.  
 
Because he had the faith that if he endured it all, he could bestow upon us with his mind. And 
that could make God’s difference in ourselves and in our world. Through him our bitterness and 
the sum total of all of our sin is overcome. So may the mind of Christ govern us all. 
 
 
 


