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Memory Verse

because this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ 
So they began to celebrate.

– Luke 15:24, CSB

Session 4

The Parable of 
the Prodigal 

Luke 15:11-24
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Session

4
The Parable of the Prodigal

THEOLOGICAL THEME: The parable of the prodigal son perfectly 
encapsulates the mercy and grace of God the Father for those who are in 
Christ Jesus. 

What do you know about the Old Testament story of Jacob 
and Rachel? What details can you recount? 

How does this story illustrate that love compels us to do 
hard things? How have you experienced this?

The Bible says that Jacob loved Rachel and the years that he worked for her “seemed 
like only a few days to him because of his love for her” (Gen. 29:20). Jacob loved 
Rachel deeply and the sacrifice he had to make in order to have her as his wife was 
nothing to him. 

Just as Jacob’s love for Rachel compelled him to joyfully sacrifice to attain her, so 
God’s love for His people was the basis for His sacrifice for them. Jesus was the 
fulfillment of that sacrifice and also the herald of it. It is a moving thing to think 
of Jesus laboring to teach His disciples about the deep love and care that God the 
Father had for them, all the while preparing to undergo incredible suffering as the 
ultimate act of God’s deep love and care for them. 



3Session 4

Another way to think about this idea is to consider how we respond when we lose 
something. The amount of time we spend searching for a lost item is directly related to 
the value we place on that item. The more valuable the object, the more sacrifices we are 
willing to make to locate it. This is similar to the parable of the treasure buried in a field 
(Matt. 13:44). When the man found the treasure, he sacrificed all that he had to obtain it. 

In Luke 15, we read three parables about searching. All three point to the value God 
places on people. Today we will consider the last of those parables, but it is important to 
remember that Jesus told them together for a reason. For Jesus to repeat the same main 
idea through three separate parables back to back to back is more significant than you may 
realize. It’s hard to overstate the emphasis that Jesus placed on God being a searching and 
finding, missionary God. 

Session Summary

It makes sense that Luke would make sure and include these stories in his account of 
Jesus’ life and ministry. Luke was a Gentile. In fact, he is the only Gentile writer in the 
entire canon of Scripture. Being a Gentile, Luke knew what it meant to be on the outside, 
excluded, and lost. He was not a descendant of Abraham. He was not naturally included 
in the covenant, though he was a God-fearer. Luke came first to fear the God of Israel and 
then to love and trust in Christ with no right or reason to boast whatsoever.

You may have noticed as you have read Luke and Acts that Luke quoted and alluded to the 
Book of Isaiah often. In fact, Luke referenced Isaiah more than any other Old Testament 
book by far. Why? Because Isaiah spoke over and over of a light for the Gentiles. Luke 
read and rehearsed and clung to the promises and prophecies of Isaiah. He was a Gentile 
who was desperate to know the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. When it came time 
for Luke to write his account of Jesus’ life and ministry and the spread of the gospel, he 
focused on the gospel getting to the Gentiles. 

1. Illogical Pursuit (Luke 15:11-20)

The three parables that Jesus told in Luke 15 are illogical. The people (shepherd, woman, 
father) are terrible strategists. They risk unnecessarily. They waste time and energy for what 
seems like a lost cause or a poor investment. In the case of the prodigal son, the father 
had every right to disown his son, forget that he existed, and move on with his life. After 
all, isn’t that what the son did to him? The son made it clear that his father was as good 
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as dead to him and that he only cared about the money that he would receive from 
him. Why would a father reserve any compassion or kindness for a son like that? It 
doesn’t make sense. Compare the logic of this to what happens in the parable of the 
lost sheep

In the first parable of this series of three, Jesus told of a shepherd with 100 sheep in 
the fold. One had become lost. It was perfectly acceptable for the shepherd to search 
for it. But there was something different happening here. Jesus made the point of 
saying that the shepherd left the other 99 to search for the one that was lost. The 
idea here is that the shepherd’s care and concern for his sheep was so overwhelming 
that he made a seemingly foolish decision to endanger the 99 to rescue the one. We 
should not take this to mean that God is foolhardy or unwise in His actions. Rather, 
the point is that God cares deeply for His sheep and will go to great lengths for their 
rescue. 

It seems even stranger that the father would run to welcome his prodigal son in our 
parable today. The lost sheep was a dumb animal that wandered off. The son was evil 
toward the father, and knowingly did him harm. 

What is something you would be willing to search greatly 
for—even if it seemed foolish to others?

How does our willingness to search for something reflect 
the value we place on that person or thing? What does this 
teach you about God and His love for people?

There is a little phrase in the parable of the lost sheep you may not have noticed 
before: “Until he finds it” (v. 5). We don’t know how long it took, but it doesn’t 
matter. That detail is irrelevant. The shepherd’s search was not determined by a unit 
of time, but by the success of the mission. There is no doubt about the rescue. That 
the lost sheep would be recovered was not in question. 
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In the parable of the prodigal son, the father didn’t go into the distant land to search 
for his son, but the text does give us an indication about the father’s pursuit of his 
son. Verse 20 says, “But while the son was still a long way off, his father saw him and 
was filled with compassion.” What does that mean? It means that he was watching 
for him. He was expecting him. This is confirmed when we read what he did next: 
“He ran, threw his arms around his neck, and kissed him.” 

Application: Have you reflected on the graciousness of your 
heavenly Father to run to you and throw His arms around 
you? Have you considered what that cost Him? How might 
the truth of God’s kindness and love toward you in Christ 
affect the way you live today? 

In Jewish culture, men did not run. For men, running was considered undignified. 
For the father to run to his son was to act in a humiliating and shameful way. Yet 
the father didn’t care about dignity or propriety in that moment—he just wanted his 
son. As the son was about to make his proposition to work for his father, the father 
didn’t even let him finish speaking. The father immediately called to his servant and 
demanded proper clothes for his son who was no doubt in rags and barefooted. He 
placed a ring on his finger as a sign of full status as son and heir of the father. After 
this, he called for a huge celebration because his son, who was lost, had now been 
found. The father’s proclamation that the son who was dead is now alive is an act of 
absolute divine grace.

2. All-Inclusive Rescue (Luke 15:21-23)

In the parable of the lost sheep, the shepherd carried the sheep on his shoulders. It 
is possible that the sheep was hurt. Maybe the walk was too far or dangerous. Or 
maybe the shepherd was making sure that the sheep would not run away again. In 
any case, it reflects the mercy and kindness of the shepherd. The shepherd who was 
strong carried the sheep who was weak. The emphasis here was the shepherd’s action 
on behalf of the lost sheep and the compassion and care that compelled it. 
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What did the father do to show that his reception and rescue of 
the son was all-inclusive?

 

It is amazing that the father ran to meet his son on the road and did not even allow him 
to finish his apology. The father’s forgiveness and rescue of his son was complete and 
unconditional. The son came prepared to work as a servant in his father’s household (v. 
19), but the father immediately reinstated him as his beloved son. Right then and there 
on the road, the father said to the servants (who had no doubt run out after their master 
to meet the lost son) to bring the best robe, a ring, and shoes to put on his son. Then, he 
told the servants to prepare for a feast! 

How might the father’s actions in this parable (and the picture 
of the shepherd at the beginning of Luke 11) remind us of God’s 
strength in our weakness? 

As we read this parable, and the others, the meaning is clear. The father is God and we 
are the prodigal son. Ephesians 2:1 says that we were “dead in our trespasses and sins.” 
Like the lost sheep, we were in desperate need of an all-inclusive rescue. Salvation isn’t a 
joint effort between God and people. Christians were lost, hopeless, and dead. They were 
in need of nothing less than to be thrown over the Rescuer’s shoulder and carried home. 
Christians were the lost coin, the wandering sheep, and the prodigal son. Like the lost 
sheep, the only thing they contributed to their rescue was the wandering that made it 
necessary. 

Application: How does the truth that you didn’t contribute to 
your salvation change the way you worship and obey God? 
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3. Unadulterated Joy (Luke 15:24)

All three parables in this series (sheep, coin, son) hold a surprise at the end. Jesus 
concluded each story with an earthly scene of celebration. Again, this seems illogical 
until we consider the value placed on the sheep, coin, and son and the value placed 
on God’s people by God. 

What does Jesus’ emphasis on celebration teach us? 

It brings great joy to God when one of His sheep is rescued—when a sinner is saved. 
The mission of God is marked by joy. God doesn’t save sinners begrudgingly and 
then hold it against them. No, His rescue missions are punctuated by joyous parties. 
God brings a lost sinner home, that rescue is undergirded and motivated by love and 
so it also includes joy. 

How is it possible that the father could receive the Son 
without punishing his sin? How is God able to do this for us?

All three of these parables conclude with a vision of pure, unadulterated joy. How 
can this be possible? The sheep had wandered off causing a lot of trouble; the son had 
deeply offended the father. It seems like a punishment would be in order instead of 
a party, but that’s not what happened. The key element of these parables is especially 
poignant in the third of the series. When the prodigal son returns, the joyful feast 
infuriates his older brother (vv. 25-32). The older brother isn’t so much angry at his 
little brother’s actions as he is angry at the lack of ire in his father’s response to the 
return. 

The presence of unadulterated joy in these three parables alludes to one of the most 
important aspects of the gospel. How can God, who has been deeply offended by 
a person, joyfully celebrate his or her rescue? The key to understanding the joy is in 
understanding the rescue. 2 Cor. 5:21 says, “He made the one who did not know sin 
to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”
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The joy is void of bitterness because Jesus drank the bitterness on our behalf. The joy 
is void of punishment because Jesus took our punishment. The joy is void of wrath 
because Jesus bore God’s wrath that we deserved. Christians wandered off as sinners 
and turned to their own way, but the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all 
(Isa. 53:6). When Christians were carried back on the Shepherd’s shoulders, we were 
clothed in the righteousness of Christ. 

Application: Why did you deserve the wrath of God? What 
has happened with that wrath and punishment that you 
deserved? How should this lead us to respond with great 
joy?

Conclusion

The parable of the prodigal son is one of the clearest expressions of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Christians were once prodigal sons. They were lost sheep. But now 
they are found. They breathe out a sigh of relief and joy when they reflect on the 
truth that their Shepherd is strong, that He will not come up short in His rescue 
and plans. Christ has drunk down the bitter cup of the wrath of God to the 
dregs. For those who are in Christ, there is no wrath left for them. Instead, their 
cup is filled with the blessings and privileges of being a child of God.

How should the example of the illogical pursuit of the 
shepherd and welcome of the father inform how we reach 
out to those around us?

In what ways can we reflect the all-inclusive rescue of God in 
our efforts to reach out to the lost?
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What happens in God’s rescue of His people that makes it 
possible for there to be unadulterated joy upon our return?

CHRIST CONNECTION: The mercy and grace of God the Father is 
available to poor sinners because of the work that Jesus Christ carried out 
on behalf of sinners. 

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: Those who have been reconciled to 
the Father and have experienced the blessings of adoption into that family 
desire to invite others in as well. 
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No Turning Back

Main Passages

 - Luke 9:51-62

Session Outline

1. Toward Jerusalem (Luke 9:51-56)
2. Follow Me (Luke 9:57-59)
3. Fit for the Kingdom (Luke 9:60-62)

Memorize 

because this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found!’ So they began to celebrate. 
- Luke 15:24, CSB

Daily Readings

 - Monday - Luke 15:1-7

 - Tuesday - Luke 15:8-10

 - Wednesday - Luke 15:11-24

 - Thursday - Luke 15:25-32

 - Friday - Luke 19:1-8

 - Saturday - Luke 19:9-10

FOR NEXT WEEK


