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Interpreting the Parable of the Prodigal Son 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15,11-32) tells the story of a father, who shows surprising 

compassion to his two sons. The well-known and beloved parable has encouraged people to believe in a 

merciful God, yet also called the self-righteous to repentance. In this talk, we will focus on three areas: 

(1) the parable's context in the Gospel of Luke, (2) the parable's details, which bear a particular impact on 

its interpretation, and (3) the parable's contribution to Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom of God. 

 

Vesa Ollilainen is the Head of the Theological Study Programme at the Finnish Lutheran Mission 

College. In that role he is involved with lecturing, training, strategic planning, course development and 

their implementation. He was educated at the Åbo Akademi University, where he received his Th.D. He 

has a Specialist Qualification in Management and a Post Graduate Degree in Teacher Education (both 

received at HAMK University of Applied Sciences). He is an ordained pastor of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church of Finland. The main focus of his ministry is to train and equip young adults, rooting them firmly 

in their faith in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, a faith which they can present and defend in a post-Christian 

culture. He is particularly interested in historical Jesus research, Biblical theology and in apologetics. He 

has written popular and academic articles and books on these topics. Vesa lives near Helsinki, Finland, 

with his wife Maiju and their three children. 
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III. The parable: miscellaneous details 
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B. God 

 

 

 

 

C. The father’s response 

 

 

 

 

D. Interlude: The details and paradigmatic interpretations 

 

 

 

 

IV. The historical Jesus, the kingdom of God and the parable 

 

 

A. A kingdom of reversal 

 

 

 

 

B. A kingdom of joy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggested Readings: 

K. E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant & Through Peasant Eyes. Combined edition. Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1983. 

 

Handbook for the Study of the Historical Jesus. Eds. T. Holmén & S. E. Porter. 4 vols. Leiden: 

Brill, 2011. 

 

K. Snodgrass, Stories With Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus. Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008. 


