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When We Mislabel, We Mishandle 

Adultery or lapse of  judgment?
Abuse or  moral failure?
Sin or Weakness?
Prodigal  or Troublemaker?

Scripture has a lot to say about behaviors and is not 
afraid to call behavior foolish, immoral, sinful, wicked, 

evil, or deceptive. 
When it does, it also paves a path for how we are to 

respond. 



The Prodigal

“And he said, “There was a man who had two 
sons. And the younger of  them said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the share of  the property that is 
coming to me.’ And he divided his property 
between them. Not many days later, the younger 
son gathered all he had and took a journey into a 
far country, and there he squandered his property 
in reckless living.”



“And when he had spent everything, a severe 
famine arose in that country, and he began to be in 
need. So he went and hired himself  out to one of  
the citizens of  that country, who sent him into the 
fields to feed pigs, And he was longing to be fed 
with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave 
him anything.”



“But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many 
of  my father’s hired servants have more than 
enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will 
arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. 
Treat me as one of  your hired servants.”’ And he 
arose and came to his father.”



“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw 
him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced 
him and kissed him. And the son said to him, 
‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 
you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’

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.
And bring the fattened calf  and kill it, and let us eat 
and celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive 
again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to 
celebrate.”



The Loved One Who is A Prodigal 

Poor Choices Responses
•Entitlement to inheritance 
•Foolishly living in the 

moment
•Reckless living 
•Wants to experience life 

apart from wisdom 
• Spends all he has 

• Suffers as a result 
•Tries to manage on his own 
•Comes to his senses
•Knows he will be treated 

better under his father
•Acknowledges he sinned  

against God, then his father
•Humbles himself  & repents
•No demand / entitlement 



His Father:  How Should We Respond?
•Moved by compassion
•Open arms – move towards, embraces 
•Clothes him 
•Blesses him 
•Openness that makes confession easier 
•Quick to forgive
• Imitate God’s heart of  mercy 
•Posture that is receptive to the wayward 
•Celebrates the return 
•Does not harbor resentment (as brother does)



What Distinguishes a Prodigal
from a Loved One Who is Causing 

Havoc?



One Who Causes Havoc in the Home
• Emotionally volatile (Prov. 15:18)
• Rebellious (Prov. 17:11)
• Stirs up strife (Prov. 16:28)
• Avoids accountability (Prov. 15:5) 
• Scoffs at correction (Prov. 12:1)
• Conceals & deflects blame (Prov. 28:13)
• Deceives others (Romans 16 :17-27)
• Exploits & uses others (Prov. 25:26)
• Look to exploit you (2 Peter 2:3)
• Malign you for not joining in  (1 Peter 2:1)
• Cause division & create obstacles (Rom. 16:17-27)



We see a prodigal loved one eventually:
• Come to Senses 
• Repents
• Returns to the Lord 

It would then serve us to consider that a 
loved one who has not done these things 
may require a very different response. 



Scripture Informs How We Respond

Behavior

Scripture

Response 



The More Grievous the Actions, the 
Greater Need for Protective Response

Foolish choices Rebellion Habitual 
behavior

Hardness of 
Heart

Harming 
Others 

Path of 
Destruction



Scripture Guides Our Responses 
1 Thessalonians 5:14
• The idle – admonish 
• The fainthearted – encourage
• The weak – help

Titus 3:10 
• A person who stirs up division - warn him once, then twice, 

have nothing more to do with him…
Mathew 5:44
• Love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you

1 Corinthians 5:11
• But now I am writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the name 

of  brother if  he is guilty of  sexual immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, 
drunkard, or swindler—not even to eat with such a one…



Examples of  Those Cause Havoc in Homes

Proverbs 22:10
• Drive out a scoffer, and strife will go out, and quarreling and abuse 

will cease.
Proverbs 16:29
• A man of  violence entices his neighbor and leads him in a way that 

is not good.

Scripture is full of  teachings that instruct  us to avoid relationships 
with those causing harm– to separate ourselves, respond to evil, 
protect those who are vulnerable and not withhold justice or 
accountability. (Matt. 18:15-20, 2 Cor. 6:14-18, 1 Cor. 5:11-13, 
Hebrews 3:12) 



What Does Love Look like?
• Are we called to tolerate sin?
• Ignore deception?
• Allow harm to continue?
• Should we enter into relationship with those who 

entertain an immoral, shameful lifestyle?

At what point do we choose to separate ourselves?
•When it dishonors God
• When it Allows Wrong to Continue 
• When it causes harm to others 
• Prayer and wisdom gives clarity 



When we mislabel behavior, 
we will mishandle it.



A Posture for Restoration 

•Guard your heart against hardening towards a loved 
one
•Take a receptive posture – ready to forgive and restore
• Guard against bitterness or unforgiveness 
• Invite others in to help you think and respond well
• Consider the impact on others in the family – how do      
you care for them? 
• How do you protect from further harm or havoc?



How to Wisely Respond
• Pray for wisdom &  discernment
•Accurately label the behavior 
• Know your loved one well (unaware, immature, foolish, 

hardened heart, malicious?) 
• Pursue what Scripture has to say about how one should 

respond to such behavior
•Pursue accountability for choices 
• Do not rescue from consequences of  behavior 
• Discern what repentance, restitution and restoration 

should look like 
• Allowing for relational distance when needed. Decide 

when relationship must be withheld and for how long



Repentance means a “coming to senses” 
and turning away from sin. 

Forgiveness does not equate absolution 
from accountability or consequences. 

Always hold out hope. We believe 
in a God who restores.


