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“The Return of the Prodigal Son through Rembrandt’s brush – Part 2” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
April 7, 2019, Fifth Sunday in Lent 
 
Let us pray together: Open our eyes to see your Spirit in our life. Open our hearts to receive the 
blessings you send each day. Guide us with your wisdom so that through us Christ may walk on 
the earth once again. Amen. 
 
This is the second sermon in our series reflecting on the parable of the Prodigal Son through 
Rembrandt’s painting, “The Return of the Prodigal Son”.  Last Sunday we explored the younger 
son in the painting and the parable.  This week we’ll be examining the older son, the elder son, 
the son who stayed home.   
 
As I mentioned last Sunday, the inspiration for this sermon series came from a book by Henri 
Nouwen entitled, The Return of the Prodigal Son.  The book explains Nouwen’s fascination with 
Rembrandt’s painting and how the painting affected Nouwen’s spiritual life, his relationship with 
God.  
 
The parable of the Prodigal Son is widely known in the Christian world.  Some of us identify with 
the younger son, some with the older son, and fewer with the father.  Which individual do you 
identify with?  As I said last week, no matter how you’ve viewed this parable’s message before or 
who you identified with, please clear those thoughts from your mind.  I want all of us to take a 
fresh look at the parable.  I’ll be asking you to consider your life and your relationship to God. 
 
Rembrandt’s painting is entitled, The Return of the Prodigal.  Does the painting depict a scene 
from the scripture that was read?  In the parable, the two sons and the father are not mentioned 
as being in the same room, are they?  Rembrandt is taking artistic license.  He’s taken the liberty 
to interpret the story to achieve the message he wants to get across in his painting.  With that 
understanding, let’s look at the painting.  Kevin made photocopies of the painting so you could 
have a closer look than the TV screen provides.   
 
Look at the way light is used in the painting.  The way Rembrandt used light in the picture 
immediately draws your eyes to the father and the younger son.  Now direct your attention to the 
right side of the painting to the man standing there, the older son.  He’s dressed much the same 
as the father.  Both wear large red cloaks over their shoulders.  Both have beards.  The older son 
has a carved, long walking stick held in his hands that seems to accentuate his stiff, erect 
posture.  Notice his hands.  They are clasped together in contrast to the father’s hands that are 
open and welcoming.   
 
The light on the face of the older son seems to be constricted when compared to the light on the 
father’s face that flows through his whole body and seems to flow into the younger son’s body.  
Rembrandt has painted the light on the face of the older son, but the rest of the body of the older 
son is in the dark.   
 
Look at the expression on the older son’s face.  Is it warm and welcoming?  Is it cold and distant?  
Notice the distance between the elder son and the father.  In that distance there’s a tension as we 
look at the painting.  What is the older son thinking?  Why is he so distant?  Is there anger, 
resentment, bitterness in the older son’s face?  
 
Listen again to the older son’s words when he speaks to his father.  Listen! For all these years I 
have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet 
you have never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But 
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when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you 
killed the fatted calf for him! 
 
What mood do you detect?  It sounds to me like the older son is lost in resentment.  He is a son 
who is full of self-pity, full of self-righteousness, full of jealousy.  He has lived up to what he thinks 
are his father’s expectations.  He believes he has done everything an obedient son should do.  As 
a dutiful son, he looked good on the outside, but on the inside, well, that appears to be another 
story.   
 
In truth the father had lost two sons.  Why do I say that?  The younger son was lost to the father 
because he left to find happiness and freedom in a distant country.  Though the older son stayed 
home he was also lost to his father, but in a different way.  He was the good son who did 
everything he was supposed to do, but inside he was angry, unhappy.  The scripture records the 
older son’s words when he erupts with anger and resentment.  Seeing the father’s joy at the 
return of the younger son brought out the emotions that the older son had kept buried deep within 
him.  He could not accept his father’s words of love for him nor the joy his father felt at the return 
of the younger son.  He could not join in the celebration.  In that sense he was just as lost from 
the father as the younger son. 
 
Did the older son feel envy towards his brother?  Did he wonder why he was trapped being the 
good son when he would have liked to have gone to a foreign country and had some fun?  Do 
any of you feel that way about your siblings?  Were you the dutiful child that would have liked to 
have sown a few wild oats as the expression goes? 
 
The older son feels like he hasn’t gotten what was due to him for working so hard, for being so 
obedient.  You could almost hear the older son saying to his father, “I worked so hard.  I did so 
much.  Why do people not thank me, not honor me?  Why do you pay attention to someone who 
insulted you and squandered his inheritance on parties and prostitutes?  Pay attention to me!”   
 
Is this you?  Are you the older son who feels unappreciated?  Are people taking advantage of 
you, leaving you out of the celebration – the celebration that should be for you?  What’s keeping 
you from joining the party and celebrating the joy of the father’s forgiveness?  The resentful heart 
of the older son kept him from sharing the joy.  Are you like the older son? 
 
Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son provides no happy ending.  The story is not tied up with a bow 
that says all ended well and everyone lived happily ever after.  No, this is not a fairy tale.  We 
don’t know what happened to the two brothers.  The only sure thing we know about this parable is 
that the father forgives, the father loves – no matter what. 
 
Arthur Freeman writes: 
The father loves each son and gives each the freedom to be what each son can, but he, the 
father, cannot give them freedom they will not take nor adequately understand.  The father seems 
to realize, beyond the customs of his society, the need of his sons to be themselves.  But he also 
knows their need for his love and a home.  How their stories will be completed is up to each son.  
The fact that the parable is not completed makes it certain that the father’s love is not dependent 
upon an appropriate completion of the story.  The father’s love is only dependent on himself and 
remains part of his character. (p 78) 
 
Can the older son return from his lost state, his resentment and anger at his father?   Will he 
accept his father’s words of love, Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours?  
The father ran out to meet both sons.  He loves them both equally.  He wants both to sit at the 
table with him and share in his joy.  Can the older son accept his father’s love and share in the 
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joyful celebration?  I’ll let you imagine the ending to the story, but I’d like to make this story a bit 
more personal.  I’d like to use this painting and this parable to help you to consider your life and 
your relationship to God. 
 
Perhaps there’s a little of the older son or an older daughter in each of us.  The question then is 
what can we do to return to the father, to accept the father’s love, to accept God’s love?   
 
If we see ourselves in the older son, then we must examine our lives to determine if we are lost 
like the elder son who had separated himself from his father.  Like the father in the painting and 
the parable, God has run out to greet us, to bring us home. But we may not realize the 
resentment and anger that is deep within us that keeps us from accepting God’s love.  If we are 
to overcome our anger and resentment, we must trust God. 
 
Trust can be thought of as the deep belief that God wants us to come home.  If you doubt that 
you are worth finding or that you are not worthy of God’s love, then you cannot be found.  If you 
listen to that dark voice in you that says God really doesn’t love you, that God really will not 
welcome you home; then you will not be found. 
 
Trust entails moving beyond your complaints and doubts - and to act.  Act with conviction that 
God is seeking you and you will be found, that you can trust God.  If you continually tell yourself 
that you are unworthy, you can become deaf to God’s calling you, to God’s voice calling you 
home, to God’s telling you how much you are loved.   
 
Along with trust there must be gratitude.  Gratitude is the opposite of resentment.  If you are stuck 
in resentment, you cannot experience life as a gift. 
 
Gratitude is seeing all of life as a gift.  You can discipline yourself to have gratitude by 
acknowledging all that you are is a gift from God, a gift to be celebrated, a gift that brings joy.  
That’s why we share our joys at prayer time.  I want each of us to develop a habit of seeing God’s 
gifts on a daily basis.  Your mentioning them on Sunday exhibits your understanding of the gift 
and your gratitude for God’s blessings.  
 
You can choose gratitude instead of complaint.  You can choose to see goodness and beauty in 
your life.  
 
Both trust and gratitude require us to take risks because distrust and resentment, that inner voice, 
keeps telling you and me how dangerous it is to let go of a carefully controlled life.  At some point 
each of us has to take a leap of faith and let trust and gratitude have a chance if we are to accept 
God’s love and forgiveness. 
 
To have trust and gratitude necessitates that others become your focus.  That means love without 
expectation of love in return, give without wanting to receive, invite without hoping to be invited.  
Every time you do these things, you grow closer to God, the God who wants to welcome you 
home, to love you without expectations, the God who invites you to experience life’s joys. 
 
Both the elder son and the younger son had left home.  Each for their own reason.  Which one do 
you identify with?  Probably there’s a little of both in all of us.  But I would venture to say that 
there are more people who identify with the elder son, who do not feel appreciated and are angry 
and resentful.  If you are like the elder son, remember that God loves you and you can choose to 
develop gratitude and trust and open yourself to the love of God, to the God who is standing right 
next to you ready to take your hand and lead you home. 


