
Sermon for Lent 4C 
Sunday, March 6, 2016 

“The Prodigal’s Brother” 

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

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

I bet if I ask you what the Gospel lesson is about, you’ll be able to 
tell me.  What is the lesson about?  What story is it?  That’s right.  It’s 
the story about the Prodigal Son.  We hear this story every year.  This 
year, we get the story in Lent; other years, it is read during Ordinary 
Time.  Even if you didn’t grow up in a church with a lectionary like I did 
or even if you’re a sporadic churchgoer, at least once in any given year, 
you’ve probably heard a sermon on The Prodigal Son.  Even non-
Christians have probably heard some version of the Prodigal Son, or read 
a similar theme in literature, or seen the story painted in art.  It is a well-
known story.  And, I bet you could easily tell me what it’s about, too, even 
before today’s Gospel lesson.  A young man gets antsy in his youth and 
asks for his inheritance, goes off and does the wild thing in a far off land, 
spends all of the money that his father gave him, can’t maintain the high-
energy lifestyle, hits rock bottom, comes to his senses, and returns home 
to his father, undoubtedly embarrassed, certainly eating his words.  But 
in the end, his father takes him back, embraces him, forgives him, treats 
him better than before he left, and throws a party.  The preacher usually 
sums it by saying something to the effect of:  God loves us, and even when 
we ignore him, neglect him, reject him, or forget him, he always forgives 
us and welcomes us with open arms.  Certainly a true message and one 
worthy of repeating to make sure we hear it.  But, for a lot of us sitting 
in this room, for those of us who have remained faithful, prayerful, devout, 
nice, for those of us who have tried to live a life that would be pleasing to 
God, we are really more like the brother than the son.  In the context of 
many of our own lives, we identify more with the Prodigal’s sister or 
brother, than the Prodigal Son. 

This familiar story involves loss.  There is, of course, the loss 
surrounding the younger son.  It begins with a loss, in a way, of the 
relationship between a father and his son; the younger son was supposed 
to inherit a small portion of his father’s wealth after the father’s death.  
Instead, by asking for his inheritance while the father was alive, he was 
essentially wishing his father were dead.  Then he left home.  There was 
a break in the relationship between the father and the younger son.  The 
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younger son, of course, lost everything while he was lost to his father, but 
at the end of the parable, the break in the relationship is restored; the 
son who was lost has been found.  There is restoration, there is 
reconciliation, there is healing, there is forgiveness.  We, however, know 
nothing about whether the younger son received financial restoration, or 
how his father will deal with his financial status after the party is over.  
When the father dies, the option of giving the younger son a portion of 
the inheritance will depend on the generosity of his older brother. 

But there is loss also on the part of the older brother.  He’s the guy 
who has been doing his part.  He stayed with the father, worked for his 
father like a slave, never disobeyed his command, did all the proper and 
responsible things.  So, it comes as no surprise that he would get a little 
bent out of shape to see his brother being thrown a lavish party after 
leaving the family, squandering his inheritance, and then coming back 
like a dog with his tail between his legs.  The older brother didn’t 
appreciate that his younger brother was being treated as though he never 
left.  So, at this point in the story, the older son is lost; there is a break 
in his relationship with the father, and he is emotionally lost because of 
the treatment his brother is getting.  He, like the Pharisees and scribes 
to whom this parable was addressed, did not think the sinner deserved 
welcome.  He didn’t want the father rubbing elbows with the sinful son; 
the Pharisees and scribes didn’t think Jesus or any other upstanding Jew 
ought to be associating with tax collectors and sinners. 

What bothered the older son was that his father did not act in the 
way he expected; the father did not react in the way the son thought he 
should.  If the son had been the father, he might have said, “Get out of 
my face.  You wished I were dead, you took your inheritance, and now 
you’re coming back expecting me to welcome you back and let you mooch 
off of me and your brother.  Go away!  You’re dead to me.”  Perhaps that 
would have been the reaction of the younger son had he been the father’s 
place.  But the father did the unexpected.  The father acted out the 
compassion, love, and mercy of God, while the older son was bent out of 
shape at the unexpected. 

We Christians in our own time face similar challenges.  Those of us 
here listening to this sermon are a lot like the older son.  We consider 
ourselves to be the devout folks.  We try to live our lives in a respectable 
manner.  We come to church, we say our prayers, we try to love one 
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another.  All of the things we think we ought to be doing.  But, what do 
we do when folks do something we weren’t expecting?  What do we do 
when folks have an opinion that differs from our own?  What do we do 
when folks read scripture in a way that’s different from the way we read 
scripture?  How do we react when God moves in a way that is different 
from what we expected—or thought he should?  I spend a fair amount of 
time on the internet.  I read comments on Facebook.  I watch the news.  
It astounds me how good Christian folk get bent all out of shape when 
people don’t act the way they think another Christian should.  They get 
unnerved when things don’t go the way they believe they should.  Now, 
that reaction is not exclusive to Christians.  It is a human reaction; 
reacting to the unexpected is a human emotion, but the reaction is often 
framed in the context of one’s Christian values.  It comes out in comments 
on Facebook, it comes out in political discussions, it comes out in policies 
and laws made by lawmakers, it comes out in preachers’ sermons, it 
comes out in the struggles within our churches, it comes out in tensions 
within families. 

This parable calls all of us to a new normal.  This parable invites us 
to be stretched.  It invites us to welcome the stranger; it invites us to be 
open to new possibilities; it invites us to broaden our imagination as to 
how God can move in our lives and in the lives of others; it invites us to 
consider the variety of ways the God can give us new revelations about 
himself—new ways to love the other, new ways to love one another.  This 
parable invites us not to become unnerved when things play out in 
unexpected ways, but instead to step back and try to see how God might 
me moving in our midst, how God might be trying to transform us into 
something better and greater. 

At any point in our lives, we could be any character in the gospel 
lesson.  We could be the younger son asking for forgiveness and mercy; 
we could be the father opening our arms of compassion and love toward 
renewal and reconciliation; we could be the older son struggling to handle 
an unexpected event in our lives.  We could even be younger son 
squandering our inheritance by paying more attention to the distractions 
of the world, failing to nurture our connection with God or each other, 
letting personal pride or feelings get in the way of moving forward.  Or 
we could be the Pharisee or scribe, taking offense at other Christians 
trying to live out their lives as they feel God is calling them to do.  But at 
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the end of the day, this parable reinforces the message of Lent.  We are 
all imperfect.  We don’t always get it right.  We make mistakes, we make 
errors in judgment, we squander our inheritance, but God is always here 
to take us back, to welcome us with open arms, to accept our repentance, 
to meet us where we are and say, “You belong here. Welcome back.”  
Amen. 
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