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Jesus Tells the
Parable of the Sons
SESSION IN A SENTENCE: The stories Jesus told reveal God’s goodness
and heart to welcome any sinner home.

BACKGROUND PASSAGE: Luke 15

Over our mantel hangs a print of Rembrandt’s masterpiece The Return of the Prodigal
Son. At first glance, it doesn’t seem to contain much detail. In the foreground,
illuminated by some mysterious light, the repentant son kneels before his compassionate
father, who is embracing him. This is the main focus of the painting and most people’s
recollection of the parable. But to the right stands the prodigal’s older brother, with his
hands folded. He too is illuminated because his role in the story is equally prominent.
While there are other interesting details we could mention, the main point of both
the painting and the parable is right there in the light: the father welcomes his “sinful”
son with the same love he has for his “righteous” son. Yet this story turns the typical
categories of “the sinful” and “the righteous” inside out.
Why do you think this parable is so often called “The Prodigal Son” while
the older brother’s role is overlooked?
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Group Time
Point 1: S
 elfishness leads to rebelling against the Father’s
goodness (Luke 15:11-13).
He also said, “A man had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father,
‘Father, give me the share of the estate I have coming to me.’ So he distributed
the assets to them. 13 Not many days later, the younger son gathered together
all he had and traveled to a distant country, where he squandered his estate in
foolish living.
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Jesus didn’t provide a backstory for the events of this parable because one wasn’t
necessary. This story just dives right in, but one small detail does set the stage for the
young son’s actions. By asking for his inheritance early, before his father’s death, the
younger son essentially told his father, “I wish you were dead.” Thus, he dishonored and
cut himself off from his father and family because he desired to live for himself. This is
the essence of every sin, both from the prodigal son and from us.
Why might people resist identifying with the prodigal son at this point in
the parable?

In verse 13, Jesus said the inheritance the son took early in his greed was “squandered”
and that his lifestyle was “foolish.” Whatever experience or possession the son was
chasing after in his new life came up short in reality, and the pursuit cost him
everything (vv. 14-16). He should have seen it coming—but do we? Not often enough.
A lifestyle of sin, whether public or private, one day will cost us everything. To live with
yourself at the center—rather than God—is to live spiritually bankrupt and set yourself
up for utter catastrophe and sorrowful emptiness.
What words of warning and encouragement might you give to someone
younger than you?
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Point 2: Sorrow leads to repentance in light of the
Father’s goodness (Luke 15:17-24).
When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired workers have
more than enough food, and here I am dying of hunger! 18 I’ll get up, go to my father,
and say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight. 19 I’m no longer
worthy to be called your son. Make me like one of your hired workers.” ’ 20 So he got up
and went to his father. But while the son was still a long way off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion. He ran, threw his arms around his neck, and kissed him.
21
The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight. I’m no
longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 But the father told his servants, ‘Quick! Bring out
the best robe and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Then
bring the fattened calf and slaughter it, and let’s celebrate with a feast, 24 because this son
of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ So they began to celebrate.
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The prodigal son has bottomed out. He is not just at
the end of his money and wild lifestyle but at the
end of himself. In coming to Christ, we all must
come to this same end. The circumstances will look
different for each of us, but until we despair of
ourselves, we will not see the beauty of Christ in the
gospel. Still, in coming to Christ, we must come in
the right way. The prodigal came hoping only to be
a hired hand, but his father had other plans.
In your repentance, how do you typically
come to God?

Voices from
the Church
“Repentance doesn’t mean
just feeling sorry for what
we’ve done. It involves
action. It means moving
back toward God, humbly
confessing our sin to Him,
and receiving His forgiveness
and restoration.” 1
–Tony Evans

As a Hired Hand						

As a Humble Child

Some have said that the most significant character in this parable is the father. He
corresponds to our heavenly Father, who overflows with lovingkindness to all. The father
in the story, like our heavenly Father, is a giver of grace! Despising the shame, he runs to his
once-lost son and then throws a party for the son who once wished his father were dead.
What has been your experience of the overwhelming grace of God
through faith in Jesus?
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Point 3: S
 elf-righteousness leads to resenting the
Father’s goodness (Luke 15:25-32).
“Now his older son was in the field; as he came near the house, he heard music
and dancing. 26 So he summoned one of the servants, questioning what these things
meant. 27 ‘Your brother is here,’ he told him, ‘and your father has slaughtered the
fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’
28
“Then he became angry and didn’t want to go in. So his father came out and
pleaded with him. 29 But he replied to his father, ‘Look, I have been slaving many
years for you, and I have never disobeyed your orders, yet you never gave me a goat so
that I could celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came, who has
devoured your assets with prostitutes, you slaughtered the fattened calf for him.’
31
“ ‘Son,’ he said to him, ‘you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.
32
But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and is
alive again; he was lost and is found.’ ”
25

Through the older son’s disdain for the younger and his conversation with his father, we
can decipher his worldview: life is a spiritual meritocracy, where God’s holiness is to be
taken seriously and obedience to the law of God should earn you good standing in the
world. On the surface, this worldview sounds worthwhile, but in the end, it comes up
short because it fails to take seriously God’s goodness toward us in the gospel. In fact, it
rejects the need for the gospel and leads to resenting those who fall on God’s grace.
God Is Gracious: God’s ________________ is to delight in giving _____________________
favor to those who are undeserving. Because of sin, we deserve death.
But God has demonstrated His graciousness by providing atonement and
_________________________ for our sins through the death and resurrection of Jesus.

The parable of the prodigal son is as much about the older son’s legalism as the younger
son’s hedonism. Our heavenly Father’s goodness is not contingent upon the law—as
if we could earn His favor through our legalistic efforts. Rather, we experience God’s
goodness through His grace—namely, the person and work of Jesus Christ, who put an
end once for all to legal striving and redeems us from the curse of the law through His
own perfect obedience on our behalf.
What are some ways Christians can exhibit a legalistic worldview?
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My Mission
Because we have been forgiven of our sin through
Jesus, we celebrate the Father’s goodness in
welcoming home any repentant sinner.
• W hat do you need to repent of and so
come to the Father in humble faith?
• H
 ow can your group/church exhibit
a welcoming culture of grace toward
sinners who repent?
• How will you share the gospel message
of God’s grace in Jesus with the sinful
prodigals and self-righteous older
brothers you know?

Voices from
Church History
“Every sinner has a false idea
of God; he thinks God is not
ready and willing to forgive
him. He says it is not justice.
But God wants to deal in
mercy … God stands ready
and willing to receive you
to His bosom and to forgive
you freely.” 2
–D. L. Moody (1837-1899)

Notes

24

Daily Discipleship Guide
© 2020 LifeWay Christian Resources

Daily Study
Day 1: R
 ead Luke 15:1-7
What Jesus proposed in this passage—no, in fact, commanded—is a fundamentally and
wholly different way of looking at outsiders and the unsaved than we are accustomed to
and inclined toward.
Think of the daily outrage about “the culture”
featured in evangelical social media feeds. We are
offended, shocked, and often driven to attack by
what should be an utterly unsurprising fact of life:
people who don’t know Jesus act like they don’t
know Jesus. Sinners sin. That this is the sad state of
things doesn’t make sin acceptable, of course, nor
does it mean Christians are not called to preach
against sin. The gospel of Jesus is good news for
sinners, and anyone who isn’t able to face first
the facts of his or her own sin will not be able to
receive the grace that liberates him or her from it.
This reality should affect how we look at sinners.

Voices from
the Church
“Jesus’ words are both an
explanation of his ministry to
those who saw themselves
as the ninety-nine … and
also an explanation of God’s
priorities as they truly are,
since he really does rejoice
more over the bringing
back of the lost than over
anything else.” 3
–David Wenham

Jesus responded to the accusatory insults about His “welcoming sinners” with a story
about a shepherd who prioritizes the lost sheep. This turns our spiritual meritocracy, or
our system of trying to earn God’s favor, on its head. In the economy of the kingdom
of God, there are no “good people” and “bad people.” There are just people (sinners, all),
and then there’s Jesus.
So the next time you’re tempted to be outraged by the latest report that lost people do
indeed act like lost people, remember your Savior who was not repulsed by you. He
did not hold you at arm’s length or rail against you and your unholy transgressions
but rather rushed to embrace you. Remember that Christ sees the lost not as gross
or untouchable but as those who are “like sheep without a shepherd.” When He saw
sinners, He had compassion for them. And this is not just good news for those offensive
sinners “out there.” It’s good news for you too.
How can you cultivate in yourself the mindset of the apostle Paul, who
considered himself the “worst of sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15)?
Unit 25, Session 2
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Day 2: Read Luke 15:8-10
How much is one person worth to Jesus?
In the second parable of the three in Luke 15, Jesus gave us the image of a woman who
has cleared everything out and lit everything up in order to find one lost coin. The
woman acts like this one lost coin makes all the difference in the world. The fortune is
not a fortune without the value of that one coin.
In the same way, Jesus said the Lord and His heavenly host celebrate the salvation of
one sinner as if that one makes all the difference. Every time a lost person is saved, every
time a stranger comes into the fellowship of the church, we should act like we didn’t
know how incomplete we were without him or her. We should treat every found person
as if she were the missing piece.
That’s how much one person is worth to Jesus. Every believer is valuable, necessary, and
important to the kingdom.
What do your attitude and behavior reveal about how much lost people
are worth to you?

Day 3: Read Luke 15:11-16
The younger son’s request for an early inheritance obviously was driven by his sense that
something was missing from his life. Maybe he was bored. Maybe he felt stifled by life
on his father’s estate. Maybe he wanted to experience the world and indulge himself. In
any event, he imagined that the money and what money could buy would bring him a
satisfaction he didn’t have.
In the end, of course, he learned this was a fruitless pursuit. He ended up more empty
than when he began, even less satisfied than he was before he had the inheritance. After
all, he was staring at pig food with hungry eyes.
Sadly, it often takes getting to the end of our fruitless pursuits for you and I to learn that
Jesus has always been more than enough. The truth is if we have Christ, we can suffer
any loss or stifled pleasure because in Him we have everything we need.
When were some times that you learned, maybe even the hard way, that
Jesus is what truly satisfies?
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Day 4: R
 ead Luke 15:17-24
Do you realize there isn’t a day in your life when the Lord is surprised by your flaws and
failures? He’s not even surprised by your sin. He is God, and therefore, He has seen it all
coming. If you’re a Christian, He knew what He was “signing up for” when He saved you.
Believers often have difficulty comprehending this truth: You do not get into God’s
kingdom by God’s grace only to be kept in by your own goodness. It is grace all the
way, from start to finish.
We see a picture of this in the father’s reception of the repentant son. When the lost son
was found, the father wasn’t shaking his head, crossing his arms, and “tsk-tsk’ing” from
his porch. No, he ran to his son. He embraced him with joy. And he threw a party.
Similarly, the disposition of the heavenly Father over you is one of great joy. He’s glad
you’re His. He’s never sad to see you. He loves you and rejoices over you (Zeph. 3:17).
What difference does it make for you today as a Christian knowing
you woke up under the Lord’s approval of you and will finish your day
the same way?

Day 5: Read Luke 15:25-32
In his book on Christian community, Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote about
this thing called the “wish-dream.” The wish-dream is the vision for the church you
want (by contrast to the church you actually have). Bonhoeffer cautioned pastors and
church members about the wish-dream because he says if we’re constantly fixated
on what people aren’t, we won’t be able to love them as they are. In other words, you
cannot love someone and constantly be measuring them up at the same time.
The older son in the parable of the prodigal son was very busy measuring, specifically,
the younger son against himself. This is often how legalism works. The legalist doesn’t
measure other people against the holiness of God but against his own perceived
holiness. We need to take care in realizing that all fall short of God’s glory, including
ourselves. This will help us have compassion for others who aren’t as put together as we
think we are, not to mention help us to express awe and praise for the God who has
loved and forgiven even us.
What can you do to point others to the grace of God over the next
few days?
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Encourage One Another
Join together with 2-4 people from your group, or with your family, sometime
during the week to reflect on the session and to share how God is working and
you are responding.
Share your thoughts and reflections on the truths from Scripture in this session:
• Selfishness leads to rebelling against the Father’s goodness (Luke 15:11-13).
• Sorrow leads to repentance in light of the Father’s goodness (Luke 15:17-24).
• Self-righteousness leads to resenting the Father’s goodness (Luke 15:25-32).
How have you responded to these truths from Scripture?
What are some signs that we might be developing an attitude like the
older brother’s in the parable?
Why should we help one another keep in view that we were all
once prodigal children who disrespected and ran away from our
heavenly Father?

Notes
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