
1 
 

Lent 4:  Luke 15 11-32;  Joshua 5: 2-12;   2 Cor 5: 16-2;  Psalm 32 
The Prodigal… 
 
Many say that this well-known parable should be called “The Loving father”. 
 
I imagine Rembrandt has contributed to its fame, helped along by Henri Nouwen: 
 
 

                  
 
The story has given rise to a myriad artistic styles focused on different characters 
and interpretations: 
 

         to                
 
Let us remind ourselves that what the son does when he asks for his inheritance 
before his father’s death is tantamount to wishing his father dead. Such is the older 
man’s love that he does what the young man asks. In essence he bankrupts himself.  
 
We are familiar with what happens to the younger son and the father’s response on 
his return. Again, the Father’s behaviour is uncharacteristic as it was seen as 
unseemly in the Middle East for a man over 40 to run and even more to lift his robes  
as he was unlikely to have been wearing underwear.  
 
It is worth noting also that the father must run in order to get to his son before the 
hostile villagers do him an injury because the young man’s repudiation of his family 
had been – in essence – a rejection of the entire community. By kissing his son and 
calling for the best robe, ring and fatted calf, the father demonstrates not only his 
forgiveness and acceptance, but also the son’s reinstatement to the family. He is 
therefore under his father’s protection once again and safe from harm at the hands 
of a justifiably angry community.   
 
We know also that the older son does not respond to his brother’s return with the 
same loving enthusiasm as his father. He is angry, resentful, jealous, which you can 
see in his body language in the Rembrandt painting.  

 
 
There is a sense in which he is just as lost as the younger son, lost to father’s love.  
He refuses to enter into the rejoicing and play the role expected of him as older son, 
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an honoured position in the household. He should been there at the entrance to 
greet guests and serve the special guests.  
 
Instead, he stays outside in the courtyard, perhaps partly because this would have 
required him to serve his brother – the guest of honour at the banquet. 
  
By refusing to participate, he also refuses to honour his father and dishonours the 
family just as the younger brother had done. And yet, their father welcomed him back 
without sanction, which was a huge abrogation of social custom and practice.  
 
Yes, in term of the social protocols of the day, the older brother has reason to feel 
angry and resentful.  
 
We could expect the father to be angry at this oldest son for dishonouring him and 
the family, perhaps to disinherit him immediately, but he does not. Just as he had 
done for the younger, he goes out to the older to plead with him to come in and join 
the celebrations. Again, it is very demeaning for the host of the party to go outside, it 
was simply not done, but the father does it.  
 
Full of rage, the older son spews his bitterness out all over his father. Unable to call 
him father, he says ‘you’ several times. He is also unable to call his brother ‘brother’ 
– instead ‘this son of yours’.  
 
One good quality that he defines in himself is obedience: ‘I have always done what 
you commanded’. It is as though he saw his father as master, employer, not loving 
intimate father. All these years he has obeyed his father but not with a loving 
attitude, but with a heart full of judgment, condemnation, and anger. He sees his role 
in the family in terms of duty, not of love. 
 
Although he stayed at home, the older brother was just as lost as his younger 
brother. In his words and actions, he distances himself from both his brother and his 
father.  
 
There is a sense in which both brothers are closed to their father’s love, both 
respond from a position of a defensive ego, unwilling to soften their hardened 
positions, to be open and vulnerable to their father and allow him into their hearts. 
 
It may look like the younger son throws himself on his father’s mercy, but actually he 
contrives and delivers a carefully constructed speech that shows that although the 
father gives no sign of holding onto his son’s mistake the young man obsesses over 
it. He is just not able to let it go, to accept that he is forgiven. His ego is so attached 
to his sin and to defining himself in terms of it, that he remains separated from love 
and forgiveness. 
 
Of the older brother, one commentator said: 
 
“[He] did all the right things; he was … A model son. But when … surprised by joy, a 
dark power erupts from the darkness of his hidden, hardened heart. … He is bitter 
and resentful of his father’s forgiving heart.”  
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The running father is the symbol of divine grace and grace is as grace is – it just 
gives to whoever is willing and able to receive it.  
 
This revelation of God as unconditional grace should make us rejoice, but do we 
really? 
 
Perhaps like the younger son we are so attached to our past sins that we cannot 
quite believe that we are forgiven daughters and sons of love. Perhaps like the older 
we are conditioned to believe that we must work for acceptance, for reward and so 
we find ourselves resentful and envious like him.  
 
Through the attitudes in the secret depths of our hearts do we cut selves off from the 
loving father, refuse to receive the grace offered, refuse to allow the Father into our 
hearts?  
 
The question at the end of the parable hangs, unresolved: Did the elder brother go 
into the banquet? We do not know.  
 
The Pharisees, the teachers of the law, listening to Jesus’ story saw the kingdom of 
God as a banquet at which sinners would not be welcome. In this parable, however, 
they would have seen that the banquet celebrates undeserved blessing, pure grace. 
Did they have a change of heart and go in? We do not know.  
 
 
The good news of this parable is obviously in the figure of the prodigal father who is 
willing to waste his loving grace on his unaccepting sons to try and draw them in, 
welcome them home.  
 
The good news for us is the remarkable lengths to which our loving God went and 
continues to go, moment by moment, to lavish extravagant grace on us, to draw us 
in, welcome us home.  
 
Our loving God invites us in; will we go in?    
 
Will you go in to the banquet?   
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