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“The Return of the Prodigal Son through Rembrandt’s brush – Part 1” A sermon by Lee Ireland 
Cathedral City Community Presbyterian Church 
March 31, 2019, Fourth 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. 
 
I’m going to refer to Rembrandt’s painting “The Return of the Prodigal Son” as we reflect on 
the parable of the Prodigal Son.  This is the first in a sermon series on Jesus’ prodigal son 
parable.  This painting is considered by many to be the greatest religious painting ever.  Linda 
and I saw this painting last summer at the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Russia.  In the painting 
you see the three main characters from the parable: the father, the prodigal son, the son who 
stayed home.  
 
Why am I interested in this painting and how it depicts the parable Jesus told?  Last summer, 
while on our trip to St. Petersburg, I read 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?  No matter how you’ve viewed this parable’s message before or who you 
identified with, please clear those thoughts from your mind.  Today, 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. 
 
Before you can have a homecoming, there has to be a departure.  “There was a man who 
had two sons.  The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the 
property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them.  A few days 
later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country.” 
 
Luke uses these few simple words to describe what happened.  But these few words may keep 
us from realizing all that must have happened prior to the son’s leaving.  The son’s leaving was 
hurtful, offensive, most likely rarely heard of in that day.  We can only surmise, but deciding to 
leave home must have been on the son’s mind and in his plans for some time.  He must have 
carefully planned out what he was going to do and what he was going to say to his father.  He 
probably knew the risks involved.  His father could have rejected the son’s request and thrown 
him out of the house.  But my guess is that the son knew his father well and knew that he 
wouldn’t reject his request.   
 
Today in Middle Eastern agricultural countries where property is passed from father to son, a 
request such as the younger son made would be like wishing your father was dead.  Nouwen’s 
book, The Return of the Prodigal Son, relates it this way: 
“Has anyone in your village every made such a request as the son did in this story? 
Never!  Could anyone ever make such a request?  Impossible!  If anyone ever did, what would 
happen?  His father would beat him, of course!  Why?  The request means he wants his father 
to die.”  (p 35) 
 
Luke used simple words to describe what would be considered impossible in Jesus’ world, too.   
 
The younger son left the safe, warm environment of his home.  He rejected his upbringing.  He 
rejected his father’s love for him.  Today, we’d call him a rebellious youth.  One whose 
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behavior brings shame and disgrace on his family.  Behavior which brings deep pain to the 
family.   
 
When I talk to pastors, a few share this same pain, this hurt, when they describe to me that 
their son or daughter no longer goes to church or has a relationship with Jesus.  Perhaps 
you’ve been in that place yourself.  Were you the parent in pain or were you the son or 
daughter whose behavior caused the pain? 
 
Jesus said, “Live in me. Make your home in me just as I do in you.”  Is your home in Jesus 
or have you rejected such a spiritual life and, like the younger son, chosen to leave home and 
go out on your own?  Are you, like the younger son, searching for something beyond home?  
Are you dissatisfied with what God has to offer you? 
 
The departure is done.  Now on to the homecoming.  The return.  Look at the picture of the 
younger son, that dirty young man in the picture being embraced by his father.  What do you 
see?  The painting is quite detailed.  Look at the feet first.  The sandals are worn, falling apart.  
They speak of a long, humiliating journey.  One shoe is off and falling apart.  The other shows 
the wear of walking many miles.  The exposed foot is scarred.  The clothes on the young 
man’s body are in tatters.  Contrast them with the sumptuous, rich clothes of the father and the 
older son.  They are the clothes of those with status.  They provide dignity to the wearer, the 
dignity noticeably missing from the younger son.  Look at the shaven head of the young man.  
No longer does he have the long hair he once proudly wore.  We know that it was shameful to 
have shaved hair in Biblical times.  Shaving one’s hair at that time robbed you of your 
individuality.   
 
There’s one item on the younger son that I haven’t mentioned.  What is that?  Yes, his sword.  
This is the son’s last vestige of nobility.  He could have sold his sword.  Did he keep 
possession of it because it represented his past, that he was his father’s son, that he came 
from nobility?   
 
Pictured is a person who is empty, humiliated, defeated.  What happened to the son in that 
distant land?  Sure he squandered his money, but what happened to his soul?  He was living 
in a world where other people’s opinions mattered to him.  At first he had money and people 
were attracted to him for what they could get from him.  Once he lost it all, he no longer had 
any friends who cared for him, truly cared about him and his wellbeing.  No one accepted him 
or took him in.  He was lonely and rejected in a foreign country.  His status was so low that he 
was treated like a slave feeding the pigs with pig food that he would love to have eaten.  He 
was no longer treated as a human by those around him.   
 
I hope that none of you have had this experience, but even within our small congregation there 
are probably people who have experienced such rejection and loneliness.   
 
It is said that when we get to our lowest point, we often discover our deeper self.  What the 
younger son realized was that he was his father’s child.  Once the young man realized that, he 
began to reclaim his sonship, even though he had lost all dignity connected to it.  Perhaps he 
remembered the verse from Deuteronomy: I have set before you life and death, blessings 
and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live.  He chose to live 
instead of die.  He chose to return to his home, to his father.   
 
Each of us must make that same decision.  Are we in a foreign land away from God, our 
home?  Do we choose to die in that foreign land or do we, like the younger son, choose life, 
choose to return to our home in God? 
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The younger son definitely remembered the good times at home and how much his father 
loved him.  He realized that he could not go home to reclaim that sonship based on any merit 
of his own, but he would go back and beg for mercy.   
 
The son begins his journey home and practices the speech he will deliver to his father: 
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”  Think for a moment about what 
the young man says.  He’s admitting he sinned, but is he truly asking for forgiveness?  Isn’t he 
hoping his father will not punish him?  Isn’t he making a ‘deal’ with his father?  If you won’t 
punish me, I’ll be your hired hand.  Is he truly admitting his sin and submitting himself to his 
father or is he trying to set the condition for his return? 
 
The young man is still trying to protect himself, to have things his way, to be in control.  Aren’t 
we all so often that way?  We want forgiveness, but forgiveness on our terms.  We do this 
because we think of God as one who is harsh and judgmental.   
 
What is it that prevents us from accepting God’s forgiveness and the new beginning that God 
freely provides?  God wants to restore each of us to our true daughtership or sonship, but we 
seem to want to settle for the job of a hired hand.  What keeps us from accepting that God 
totally forgives us so that a completely new way of living becomes possible?  As a hired hand, 
we can keep our distance, complain about our pay, reject what the father says.  As the son or 
daughter, we have to accept our full dignity, our nobility, our place in God’s world and begin to 
prepare ourselves to become the father.   
 
I don’t know about you, but I struggle with accepting God’s total forgiveness that makes a new 
way of living possible.  I’m getting better at accepting.  For me, it’s a slow process.   
 
This coming week consider if you’re like the younger son who wants to be a hired hand or if 
you want to accept God’s total forgiveness and the new beginning that God freely provides.  
Let me know what your thoughts reveal.   
 
May God bless your every effort. 
 
To be continued. 


