
4th SUNDAY IN LENT 

March 27, 2022 

 

Text: Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32  

Theme: Celebrate and Rejoice   
 

Kierkegaard wrote – Never cease loving a person and never give up 

hope for him for even the prodigal son (who had fallen most low) 

could still be saved.   
 

Grace, mercy, and peace be with you from God our Father  

and from his Son, Jesus Christ.  Amen  
 

Our gospel lesson is one of the most familiar parables in Scripture.  

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Charles Dickens called it the greatest story 

ever written (both within and outside of the Bible).  It is so familiar to 

most of us that it is tempting to gloss over it.  But it always draws us 

in because the story is so real and so like us.   
 

Some days we can feel like the younger son – eager to run away from 

our current situation (making mistakes along the way) until we realize 

that it is time to come home.  And then there are days that we can feel 

like the older brother – hardworking and diligent and faithful only to 

become resentful and jealous when we see those who should be 

punished for their slothful living are rewarded instead.  We can even 

dare to say that we feel sometimes like the father – desperate in our 

prayers that someone who seems lost to us will eventually return.   
 

Reading all of Luke 15 I noticed that unlike the other two parables in 

the chapter this one has no mention of repentance.  In the Parable of 

the Lost Sheep it ends with – Just so I tell you, there will be more joy 

in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous 

persons who need no repentance.  In the Parable of the Lost Coin it 

ends with – Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the 

angels of God over one sinner who repents.  But it is absent in the 

Parable of the Prodigal Son.   
 

Why?  One could surmise that the theme has already been established 

and it did not need to be repeated.  Or maybe it is so obvious that this 

is a story about repentance that it would be redundant to name it.  Or 

maybe this is not really a story about repentance at all.   
 

When we read this story carefully we notice that we have to fill in a 

lot of blanks and make a lot of assumptions about the sons and their 

father.  We would like to think that the younger son was sincerely 

repentant of his sins but how can we be sure?  The story reads that 

everything changed when he came to himself.  Up to this point he had 

already made outrageous demands of his father.  He took his share of 

his inheritance and ran off eager to put as much distance between 

himself and his family.  He wasted all his money on a disgraceful life-

style and only woke up because there was a famine and he had no 

money.       
 

As he sat there eating the slop that he gave to the pigs, it occurred to 

him that his father’s workers ate better food than he was eating at the 

moment.  So he decides to go to his father.  We assume he wanted to 

admit his mistakes and beg forgiveness.  We assume that he realized 

what an obnoxious and ungrateful son he was and that he wanted an 

opportunity to apologize.   
 

Many artists have painted pictures of this scene.  In one painting the 

artist did not sketch the son as remorseful and sad.  Instead the son 

seemed conniving and scheming as if he could con his way back into 

the good graces of his father.   
 

In contrast we have the famous painting by Rembrandt that is 

included in our bulletin.  We can see the ragged clothes that the son is 

wearing.  He has the appearance of an outcast while his father is 

dressed in rich garments.  Unforgettable is the image of the son 

leaning into his father and the father bending over his son and holding 

him.  The features of the father speak of a goodness that runs counter 

to the events that led up to this moment.  The father offers a refuge (a 

shelter filled with mercy) for a weary and sinful son. 
 

I could not find the background for the artist that painted the son as 

one who might deceive his father one more time.  But what I know 

about Rembrandt is that he lived beyond his means and had to sell 

most of his paintings and large collection of antiques to avoid bank-

ruptcy.  Eventually he was forced to sell his house and move to a  

more modest home.  Since he painted the Return of the Prodigal Son 

late in life perhaps he was reflecting on his own life when he depicted 

the encounter he would have with his heavenly Father.   
 



No matter how artists have portrayed this story we have no way of 

knowing.  We can read this text over and over again and will never 

know which interpretation is right.  Was the younger son sincere or 

scheming?  Was he genuinely repentant or a con artist?  We just do 

not know.  We want to believe he is sincere because that makes sense 

and it gives us hope.  We all make mistakes and if we admit them and 

apologize then maybe we too can lean into the mercy of God.  That is 

the way we understand repentance to work.  And if the younger son is 

just disrespecting his father once more than he absolutely does not 

deserve the forgiveness of his father.  It is why the older son is putting 

up such a fuss. 
 

We need to keep in mind that this whole story starts because the good 

people (the faithful people, the religious people, the law-abiding 

people) are very upset that Jesus is still hanging out with sinners.  If 

only those sinners shaped up and changed their lives and started going 

to worship than the Pharisees and scribes could be more accepting of 

them.  But apparently that has not happened yet and so the leaders are 

putting up a fuss.     
 

I believe that the writer of Luke is being deliberately ambiguous.  

After a couple of parables clearly about repentance he wants to shift 

the attention from the younger and older sons back to the forgiving 

father.  It opens up the possibility that it does not matter whether the 

younger son is repentant or not.  When the son heads home ready to 

speak the words he has prepared he barely starts before his father 

interrupts him.  Whether his confession is sincere or not the son does 

not even get to finish his speech because the father is smothering him 

with hugs and kisses and ordering the servants to bring him clothes 

and shoes and a ring and ordering a banquet and calling for a party.  

Why?  The father is just so, so glad to have his son back.   
 

We read this as a repentance story because it has all the right 

ingredients – we mess up, we apologize, we receive grace.  But today 

we can think about this as a story about the foolish, extravagant, and 

reckless love of a father, our heavenly Father.  
 

Make no mistake.  God certainly wants us to repent and to return to 

him.  But in the end maybe this parable is telling us that God loves us 

so much that he will not wait for our confession before he forgive us.  

God will not wait for us to come to our senses before he will love us.   

God will just run toward us like this crazy-in-love father who is filled 

with joy when his son returns home.  God has so much forgiveness to 

offer us that he gives it out in abundance, so much grace to offer that 

God pours it upon us whether we deserve it or not, so much love to 

share that God cannot hold himself back.   
 

Our story for today will be lived out when we stand at the foot of the 

cross on Good Friday.  We will see just how serious God is about us.  

Let it be known that we worship a prodigal God who loves us so 

recklessly, extravagantly, even wastefully.  Such a God will never 

give up on us and will never turn away from us.  Such a God will run 

really fast to meet and then hold us in his embrace.  Amen  

 


