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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Questions for Discussion for March 31, 2019 

Fourth Sunday in Lent 
 

 
 

THE READINGS 
First Reading: Joshua 5:9-12 

9 The LORD said to Joshua, “Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of 
Egypt.” And so that place is called Gilgal to this day.  

10 While the Israelites were camped in Gilgal they kept the passover in the evening on 
the fourteenth day of the month in the plains of Jericho. 11 On the day after the passover, on 
that very day, they ate the produce of the land, unleavened cakes and parched grain. 12 The 
manna ceased on the day they ate the produce of the land, and the Israelites no longer had 
manna; they ate the crops of the land of Canaan that year.  

Worth Noting: The Israelites have reached the Promised Land and no longer need divine food 
assistance. Now the work of being a nation dedicated to the LORD begins with the celebration of the 
Passover. Do you have a celebration that marks your relationship with God?  

 
Psalm 32 
1 Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven,  

whose sin is covered.  
2 Happy are those to whom the LORD imputes no iniquity,  

and in whose spirit there is no deceit.  
 

3 While I kept silence, my body wasted away  
through my groaning all day long.  

4 For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;  
my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.  

 
 5 Then I acknowledged my sin to you,  

and I did not hide my iniquity;  
I said, "I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,"  

and you forgave the guilt of my sin.  
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6 Therefore let all who are faithful  
offer prayer to you;  

at a time of distress, the rush of mighty waters  
shall not reach them.  

7 You are a hiding place for me;  
you preserve me from trouble;  
you surround me with glad cries of deliverance.  

 

8 I will instruct you and teach you the way you should go;  
I will counsel you with my eye upon you.  

9 Do not be like a horse or a mule, without understanding,  
whose temper must be curbed with bit and bridle,  
else it will not stay near you.  

 

10 Many are the torments of the wicked,  
but steadfast love surrounds those who trust in the LORD.  

11 Be glad in the LORD and rejoice, O righteous,  
and shout for joy, all you upright in heart.  

Worth Noting: The Psalmist experiences the joyful release that accompanies confession of 
transgressions, an important step towards reconciliation (verses 1-7). God responds in verses 8-11 
with advice and admonitions. Have you ever engaged in any ritual confession of sins? Was there a 
similar sense of release? 

 
Second Reading: 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though 
we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. 17 So 
if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything 
has become new! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and 
has given us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world 
to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of 
reconciliation to us. 20 So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 
through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. 21 For our sake he 
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God.  
 
Gospel: Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 
  1 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats 
with them.” 3 So he told them this parable: 

11b “There was a man who had two sons. 12 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. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a 
distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14 When he had 
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spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in 
need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent 
him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that 
the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself he said, 
‘How many of my father's hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying 
of hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “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.’”  

20 “So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw 
him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.  

21 “Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I 
am no longer worthy to be called your son.’  

22 “But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe-- the best one-- and put 
it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, 
and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost 
and is found!’ And they began to celebrate.  

25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, 
he heard music and dancing. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 

He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has 
got him back safe and sound.’  

28 “Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to 
plead with him. 29 But he answered 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. 30 But when this son of yours 
came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!’  

31 “Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is 
yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has 
come to life; he was lost and has been found.’” 

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
Jesus makes no pretense that any of his Parables, including the story of the Prodigal 

Son, are “historical.” Jesus makes no claim that “I knew a well-to-do family in Galilee that 
had an interesting experience.” Rather, the story of the Prodigal Son is sufficiently realistic 
that we fall into the narrative, desperate to see how it will end, and recoil at its unexpected 
conclusion. At the same time, the story leaves holes that engage our imagination. Why was 
the younger son dissatisfied in the first place? Did he see no future on the family farm? Was 
he impatient to see the bigger world? Why did he stay a few days after receiving his money? 
What did his mother think about all of this? Surely, she was not as absent from the situation 
as she is from Jesus’ text. And what happened when the younger brother resumed life on the 
farm, this time without any inheritance. Was he simply another “hired hand?”  

The list of questions is endless. All of them are open-ended: The text admits multiple 
responses to each. All invite us to participate in the drama as it unfolds, placing ourselves in 
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the story, assuming the role of father, mother, younger and older brother, or servant. They 
ask us to assess the motivation of each person, and in that we assess our own values and 
motivations. Would we choose independence over family solidarity? Are we willing to 
sacrifice our plans for our children so they can realize their dreams? Do we take for granted 
the good child or the employee who doesn’t make waves, keeps her head down, and gets on 
with the job?  

 
Biblical Family Values 

Biblical writers loved stories of dysfunctional families, stories of family intrigue, 
dissension, even murder. (Think Cain and Abel, Hagar and Sarah, Jacob and Esau, Joseph 
and his brothers, David and Bathsheba, and now the Prodigal Son.) That measures the 
truthfulness of the Bible, for few families have not faced periods of strife, times of broken 
relationships.  

The point of the story of the Prodigal Son is not rivalry and antagonism but 
reconciliation. Father and younger son achieve reconciliation while the brothers themselves 
do not. While many of the Biblical stories do not end in reconciliation, those that do end up 
driving salvation history forward. Jacob and Esau reconcile so that Jacob/Israel and his 
family may settle in the land promised to Abraham. The reconciliation of Joseph and his 
brother saves the family of Israel from famine.  

The point of Jesus’ life is not the conflict with the Roman and Temple authorities but 
the reconciliation of humanity with God, restoration of the divine relationship with the 
Gentiles. In some sense, every story of reconciliation in the Old Testament prefigures Jesus, 
and every instance of reconciliation since draws on Jesus’ life for inspiration and strength.  

 
Questions for Discussion 

What do you think: Is it harder to reconcile with close relatives than with (say) 
neighbors or fellow-workers?   
 
The Republic of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission was a crucial 
component in its transition from apartheid to a full democracy. Two questions: How 
can there be reconciliation without an agreement on truth? Have you ever engaged in 
a formal reconciliation process? How about an informal process?  
 
Paul urges Christians to be ambassadors of reconciliation. What does that mean? 
How far should our efforts reach? Can you describe a time when you served as an 
ambassador of reconciliation? 
 

 
Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to promote engagement with and reflection on the Scriptures. To hone his skills 
and burnish his credentials, he earned his PhD in Biblical Studies in the University 
of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint program.  He appreciates any 
correspondence: dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 
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