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Sermon 

26 January 2020 

West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Reading: Luke 15:11-32 

 

The parable of the prodigal son. A story Jesus told to teach his listeners 

an important lesson. 

 

Yesterday was Burns night, and Robert Burns was also someone who 

was good with words. 

 

As parish minister I get invited to quite a lot of Burns Suppers, and let 

me tell you – this past week I’ve eaten my annual quota of haggis, neeps 

and tatties.  

 

At one of the Burns celebrations I attended, during the Immortal 

Memory, the speaker spoke about the shaky relationship Robert Burns 

had with his father. About tears of disappointment streaming down his 

father’s cheeks… And then he said: “If only his father could be here 

now…” 

 

So in a way ‘Rabbie’ can be described as a prodigal son of sorts. The 

definition of prodigal is: “wastefully extravagant”. And I’m sure all of you 

know enough of Burn’s life story to see the connection… 
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I would now like to ask Alison Quilter to read us a short poem Burns 

wrote: 

 

 

Just like you sometimes have to listen carefully and even read between 

the lines with Burn’s poems, the parable of the lost son contains different 

layers of meaning in almost every sentence. 

 

All through the Old Testament we hear stories of 2 brothers, one older 

and one younger, competing against each other for the favour of the 

father.   

 

Just think of the stories of Cain and Abel, Ismail and Isaac, Esau and 

Jacob…  

 

Many of these stories follow a stereotype: Younger sons frequently leave 

the house of their father, and often there is something slightly 

scandalous in their stories, and they are usually the favourites.  
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Any Jew listening to this parable would without a doubt have understood 

these undertones.  

 

And most Jews would interpret the parable as saying that the youngest 

was the favourite, therefore representing the people of Israel.    

 

But was that what Jesus intended with this story?   Let’s have a wee 

look:    

 

The youngest son asks his father for his inheritance. Now this was not 

an acceptable thing to do. To ask for your inheritance while your father 

was still alive, was like saying that to you, your father was already dead!  

 

Something like this wouldn’t only hurt the father’s feelings, but also his 

social standing in society. 

 

But what is even more shocking, is the fact that the father agrees! And in 

this way willingly loses even more honour!  

 

According to the law, an eldest son would always get a double portion of 

his father’s estate, which meant that the younger son should have gotten 

1/3.  

 

The younger son chooses for a life that turned out to be utterly 

destructive. He quickly lost everything he had, and as if that wasn’t bad 

enough, a famine broke out in the land.    

 

Famine was a common devastating feature of the ancient economy. The 

first listeners’ sympathy would now be with this younger son, because 



4 
 

although he was responsible for his fate, he was not responsible for the 

famine.    

 

There was nothing left for him to do but to work for a gentile in this 

foreign land, feeding pigs. The Jews saw the gentiles as unclean. They 

also regarded pigs as unclean. Wishing he could eat some of the food 

that the pigs ate was the lowest low any Jew could experience. 

 

But then he comes to his senses.  

 

He decides to return to his father as a servant. The fact that his father 

had servants working for him, suggests that his father was well off.  

 

Now normally, if something like this was to happen, the father would 

disown the child and never even look in his direction again. He would be 

as good as dead. 

 

He had all the right to do that, but the parable suggests that the father 

was always on the lookout, hoping that his youngest son would return.  

 

So when he sees him, he goes overboard and his behaviour is out of 

character for a Mediterranean patriarch. Again, he violates his honour by 

running to his son, embracing and kissing him affectionately. A sign of 

forgiveness.  

 

Although the son immediately, and rightly so, renounces all his rights, 

the father restores the son with his honour and orders his slaves to:  

 Bring the best robe and clothe him, which was treatment reserved 

for special guests, it could even have been his own robe;  
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 Put a ring on his finger, which would be a signet ring, a sign that 

he was given his identity back, giving him power and status; 

 And sandals on his feet, indicating that he was now once again a 

free man.  

 

These things were not just necessities, the father was restoring his son 

to just that.  

 

He even organized a feast, slaughtering a calf that has been fattened for 

a special occasion, to celebrate the fact that his son was lost, and was 

now found again. He was culturally dead, but was now alive again. 

 

This father made the impossible possible for his youngest son. 

 

But then the eldest son returns from the field and discovers what 

happened. 

 

He is angry because he feels that his father is unjust. So, he refuses to 

go into his father’s house. This would have been a grave insult to the 

honour of his father.    

 

But then shockingly his father again acts in a shameful way by coming 

out of his house to plead with his eldest son.  

 

The eldest son insults his father by implying that his father has failed to 

live up to the standards of honour by welcoming the younger son after 

he has brought shame to their family name. He refers to him as “that son 

of yours”, and not as “my brother”, to show that he has distanced himself 

from his brother. 
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But the father is not concerned about his honour, he is only concerned 

about the wellbeing of both his boys, which comes to the fore in the 

loving way he speaks to the eldest son.  

 

He addresses him as “my child”, very affectionate and loving. He says 

that as his eldest son, he has always been his companion and co-owner 

of his belongings. He does not have to earn his approval.    

 

And very cleverly the whole meaning of the text changes. While most 

Jews would have guessed that the youngest son would be synonymous 

with Israel, according to the traditions and Jewish folklore, it becomes 

clear that the eldest son can indeed and surprisingly also be 

representing Israel, and the younger son representing the gentiles…  

 

So what does all this mean? The father goes out of his way to include 

both his sons. He showers both with affection and attention.  

 

Jesus is making the point that His father is the loving and merciful God 

who made it possible for everybody to inherit his kingdom. Jew and 

Gentile; Righteous and sinner. 

 

God the Father doesn’t reject anybody, no matter what the cost to 

himself.  

 

This story ends with an open question: What will the elder brother 

choose to do? Will he go into the house with his father, or will he allow 

his jealousy to exclude him from the feast? 

 

And what does this story mean to you? 
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Where are you currently on your journey through life?  

 

Are you walking away from your father, or are you walking towards his 

open arms? 

 

Are you the child who has made one wrong choice after another? Who 

has made a complete mess of your life?  

 

Or are you the child whose whole world has tumbled down around you, 

through no fault of your own? 

 

Are you the child who always tries to do the right thing, but yet you feel 

invisible? 

 

Or are you the child who feels jealous because other children less 

worthy than you are celebrated and rewarded? 

 

And if you were that father, what would you have done? 

 

Luckily our heavenly Father doesn’t judge with human standards. No 

matter how much we hurt him, he will always keep loving us. 

 

So the question is, which door are you going to choose to enter through? 

Are you going to keep running away, are you going to allow yourself to 

be fuelled by jealousy, or are you going to accept that unconditional love 

that God offers? 

 

God’s love for us is so much bigger than we can understand. 
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Years ago André and I were very fortunate to pay a visit to the 

Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg, where we saw a very special 

painting done by the Dutch artist Rembrandt van Rijn: The Return of the 

Prodigal Son. 

 

I couldn’t get enough of looking at this masterpiece, skilfully telling this 

parable without using words. 

 

The most striking part of the painting is the father’s hands on his son’s 

back: 

 

 

 

The hand on the left of the picture is clearly feminine, and the right hand 

masculine.  

 

Rembrandt rightly understood this embrace as more than just the 

embrace of a father, but as the embrace of both a mother and father. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hermitage_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Petersburg
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The references in the text to food, and that welcome kiss, are all 

feminine. And Rembrandt picked up on that. 

So this embrace is done by the father and the unspoken mother (who 

would not be mentioned in the text because of the patriarchal society 

they lived in). 

 

God is more than just our Father. He is our Mother too. And even more 

than that… 

 

So let’s choose to always run towards him and never away from him – 

because when you are in his loving embrace, nothing can bring you 

down. 

 

Amen 


