
Imagine This
insight into the Parables of Jesus

Week 3:: The Parable of the Prodigal Son 



Read Luke 15:11–32 
     When we hear the parable of the prodigal son, we often assume the story is about a man and his lost son. 

When, in fact, a great deal of the purpose of this parable is to contrast the life of the father with that of the eldest 

son. 

     It would help us understand this parable a bit better by looking at the differences in how they (the father and 

the older son) lived throughout this parable. The father is full of compassion. He demonstrates this in two ways. 

First, by loving his youngest son so much he allows him to leave. His love and compassion for his son requires 

him to allow total freedom, not forcing him to remain part of the family. Second, he demonstrates his 

compassion by the way he welcomes his son back home. He runs to his son (which was considered shameful in 

the eyes of those hearing this parable) and restores him to his place within the family. 

     The oldest son was full of resentment. “I’ve never left your dinner table” was his attitude. “I’ve been a part 

since the beginning. Why would I not receive such an elaborate celebration? He’s done nothing to deserve this 

sort of homecoming. I, on the other hand, have been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders.” He was 

not resentful over the fact the lost brother had come home or even that the lost brother had been restored or 

forgiven. He resented the celebration. He became envious because his brother was being celebrated. 

  

   The father uses words like always (see v. 31). He talks about “this brother of yours” (v. 32). The son uses 

words like never (v. 29). He uses language like “this son of yours” (v. 30). 

One of the most painful truths of this parable is that we are each the oldest son. We want all things to be equal 

in the kingdom. We are all about fair living. In many ways, our attitude is that of justice. We think, Look! All these 

years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat. 

Resentment and gratitude cannot coexist, since resentment blocks the perception and experience of life 

as a gift. My resentment tells me that I don't receive what I deserve. It always manifests itself in envy. 

—Henri J. M. Nouwen 

To live full of resentment results in envy. When we live fully present with the Father, there is no place for 

resentment or spiritual scorekeeping. Instead, we celebrate the fact there is enough grace for all of us. 

When you think about the contrast between the father’s welcoming of the younger son and the older son’s 

welcome, what do you find most unsettling? List all the things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this contrast turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social norms and societal 

expectations? 

  

  

  

Day 1 
Luke 15:11-32  

WE Are the Older Son 
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Day 1 

“Then Jesus made a circuit of all the towns and villages. He taught in their meeting 

places, reported kingdom news, and healed their diseased bodies, healed their 

bruised and hurt lives. When he looked out over the crowds, his heart broke. So 

confused and aimless they were, like sheep with no shepherd. “What a huge harvest!”

he said to his disciples. “How few workers! On your knees and pray for harvest 

hands!” (Matt. 9:36–38 msg). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 
In what ways are you living more like the older son when it comes to your attitude

toward others? 

In what ways have you withheld compassion because you felt like someone else 

maybe didn’t deserve it? 

In what ways might you have unknowingly been resentful when God demonstrates 

compassion for someone who lives differently or is different than you? 

How does resentment toward others show up in our churches?  
Live It Out: 

Identify ways you’ve unknowingly withheld compassion from someone because 

of resentment. 

Identify ways you’ve been keeping score, spiritually speaking. Are you worried 

about following rules so that God will reward you?  
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Day 2  
Luke 15:11-32 

God is Throwing a Party. Are You Coming?  
 Read Luke 15:11–32 
     One of the key elements of this parable is the description of the celebration that takes place when the 

younger son returns home. As hearers of this parable, we must ask what possible bearing might this 

celebration have upon our current lives. 

     Leading up to the telling of this parable, Jesus is sharing a meal with “tax collectors and sinners” (v. 1). 

In Jesus’ context, to share a meal with someone signified more than mere association. Eating together 

was something you did with people you were in relationship with. Jesus chose to eat with those who were 

different from him, those who had been marginalized and maligned by Jewish society. 

     Picture the Pharisees huddled in the corner, muttering to one another, completely in awe that Jesus 

would be guilty of making such a terrible judgment call. As the religious elite began to mumble and 

question Jesus’ judgement, Jesus began to share a few parables that talk about the celebration that 

occurred when something that was lost was found. If forgiveness is being shared, and even though our 

world is still full of sin and evil, the celebration commences. Every part of Jesus’ life was lived to ensure 

lost people might be brought home. He celebrates each life. He rejoices and invites us to join him. Or will 

we choose to stand outside, arms crossed, listening to the party going on while smugly knowing we are 

right? 

Celebration belongs to God’s kingdom. God not only offers forgiveness, reconciliation, and 

healing, but wants to lift up these gifts as a source of joy for all who witness them. God does not 

want to keep his joy to himself. He wants everyone to share in it. God’s joy is the joy of his angels 

and his saints; it is the joy of all who belong to the kingdom. 

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

God is throwing a party, are you going to come? 

When you think about the invitation to the party God is throwing, what do you find most unsettling? List all 

the things that stick out to you 

. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this invitation turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social norms and societal 

expectations? 

What upsets you after reading/hearing this?  
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Day 2 

“Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost 

sheep.’ I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who 

repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent” (Luke 15:6–7). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 
What do you think prevents us from celebrating when lost people come to know Jesus? 

What role should celebration of one who is lost should the church play? 

Have you ever worried more about being right and, ended up missing out on the party as a result?  

Live It Out: 

How can you make practical the idea of joining God at the celebration of lost ones being 

found?  
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Day 3 
Luke 15:11-32  

An Invitation To Do The Same 

Read Luke 15:11–32 
     One of the things we’ve discussed over the past two weeks is that through the telling of parables, Jesus

is inviting us to “imagine a world where.” Through the parable of the prodigal son, we are invited to imagine

a world where, as Christians, we learn what it really means to take the same attitude toward sinners as the 

father in this story has toward his prodigal son. 

     Living a life on mission as a Christian in this life means that we learn to not only embrace sinners but to 

look for them. Living a life on mission means that we live ever watching for those around us who might be

lost. (I am not saying that we are to judge whether someone is lost or not here.) The father of the prodigal 

noticed him while he was still a “long way off” (v. 20). 

He ran to him. 

He was filled with compassion toward him. 

He threw his arms around him and kissed him. 

     Rightfully, the father could have listed every reason why the son should no longer be accepted and 

considered a part of the family. He could and, according to custom, should have sent the son on his way. 

Instead, he invited him to the family table where he would eat in celebration, together, with his son. The 

mission of the father became to restore his son. If Jesus’ mission was about bringing lost people home, 

should our mission be any different? People need to be invited home. Are you willing to do like the father: 

run toward sinners, be filled with compassion, and throw your arms around people who may be different 

from you? 

 I now see that the hands that forgive, console, heal,  and offer a festive meal must become my own.

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

When you think about the ways the father embraced his sinful son, what do you find most unsettling? List 

all the things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this invitation to be in relationship with sinners turns our culture upside-down? What goes 

against social norms and societal expectations? 

What upsets you after reading/hearing this? 
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Day 3 

  

“Now the tax collectors and sinners were all gathered around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law muttered, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them’” (Luke 15:1–2). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 

Live It Out: 

Why do we distance ourselves from “sinners” as Christians?

 

Identify ways in which you’ve been like the Pharisees toward “sinners.”  
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Day 4 
Luke 15:11-32 

Living At Home And Being Lost

 Read Luke 15:11–32 
     Though we often focus on the younger son being “lost” and far from his father, when we read this 

parable, we should also give careful consideration that, though the older brother was at home, he was, in 

many ways, far from being in relationship with his father. He was lost as well. Unfortunately, he lived his 

life missing out on the relational blessing that comes from being connected with his father. 

     Within the walls of any given church are people who have been there what feels like forever. “I’ve never 

known what it means to not be a Christian,” they may say. Maybe this describes you. Maybe you’re like the

older brother and feel as though you’ve done everything required to be a son. But again, what if, you are 

living in a setting that feels like home, but in essence, are living estranged. It is possible to be lost and still 

be at home. 

     Just as the invitation to the younger son was to come to the table, to experience family life at the table, 

the father invites the older son to partake in the celebration. He does the same to us if we find ourselves 

on the outside looking in. Whether we are the prodigal or the older brother, his only desire is to bring us 

home. 

You can be a child and still live like a slave. But, to do so results in the loss of so much. “The 

farther I run away from the place where God dwells, the less I am able to hear the voice that calls 

me the Beloved, and the less I hear that voice, the more entangled I become in the manipulations 

and power games of the world. 

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

When you think about the estranged relationship between the father and oldest son, what do you find most 

unsettling? List all the things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this estranged father/son relationship turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social

norms and societal expectations? 

What upsets you after reading/hearing this? 
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Day 4 

“Come near to God and he will come near to you” (James 4:8). 

 

Listen: 

Lean In: 

Live It Out: 

What causes people to drift in their relationship with the Father? 

In what ways do we, as Christians, miss out when they are not living fully present 

with the Father?  

Are you living “at home” and yet estranged from the Father? What steps do you 

need to take to walk in closer relationship with the Father?  
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Day 5 
Luke 15:11-32 

How He Sees Us 

Read Luke 15:11–32 
     Most of us wear a multitude of labels. Some of them we’ve earned like “pastor” or “teacher” or the like. Some 

of them we’ve not necessarily earned but are given by virtue of the hand we’re dealt. Father, sister, friend, etc.

But instead of being life-giving, many of the labels we bear hold us back. Knowing who we are and the labels the 

Father gives us is important. Without a proper understanding, we will walk through this life like a person groping 

around in the dark. 

     In this parable, the older son identified himself as one his father’s servants. He tried hard to please his dad 

yet felt he came up short. Through the words the older son speaks to his father (v. 29), we can assume he felt as 

if he could never do enough. Many of us live like this too. We find our identities in trying, striving, and doing. Just 

like the older son, we end up feeling frustrated because, this ever-moving treadmill of self-approval never 

satisfies. 

     The younger son identified himself as unworthy (v. 21). There are those of us who live this way as well. We 

assume we are too dirty, too messed up, or too far gone to ever consider the fact that in the eyes of our Father, 

we are worthy, chosen, and highly valued. 

     All these self-imposed labels that hold us back cannot give us what we are ultimately searching for: 

acceptance. When we know who we are, we can learn to live what it means accepted. 

The oldest son saw himself as a servant. The father saw only a son. 

The younger son saw himself as unworthy. The father saw only a son. 

When the labels they’d given themselves were removed, the father was able to restore each son to his rightful 

place. Removing the labels of prodigal and servant, the father gave a new label to each: son. He wants to do the 

same for each of us. 

When God created man and woman in his own image, he saw that “it was very good,” and, despite the dark 

voices, no man or woman can ever change that. 

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

When you think about both sons learning to identify themselves as their father does, what do you find most 

unsettling? List all the things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this father/son life-affirming relationship turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social 

norms and societal expectations? 

What upsets you after reading/hearing this? 
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Day 5 

“But you are the ones chosen by God, chosen for the high calling of priestly work, chosen to be a 

holy people, God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night-and- 

day difference he made for you—from nothing to something, from rejected to accepted” (1 Pet. 

2:9–10 msg). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 

Live It Out: 

In what ways have you allowed your self-defined identity to hold you back? 

Do you need to cast off some weighty truths you’ve believed about yourself to fully embrace all 

God has for you? 

Ask God to teach you who you are in Him.  
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Day 6 
Luke 15:11-32 

Me, Myself, and I

Read Luke 15:11–32 
     From the moment we make our grand entrance into the world, we are all about self. Regardless of how 

old we are or how long we’ve walked with the Lord, we still battle the desire to be selfish. As the saying 

goes, we worry about three people: me, myself, and I. 

     We often view the older brother in a negative light when we read this parable. Why would he not be 

elated that his brother has turned from a life of sin and depravity and has returned home? Because he was

selfish. He was simply upset his brother was receiving attention that, according to him, should have been 

his. 

     How often do we live like that? More often than we’d care to admit, I’d guess. Our selfish desires cause 

us to demand to be seen. They cause us to want to be rewarded for our good behavior or applauded for 

our faithfulness. Sometimes, our selfish desires cause us to behave in ways that mirror the older son. 

     If only the eldest son could have really understood that his life did not belong to him. Living his life so 

centered on self, he missed out what it means to sit at the table with the father, fully known and loved. 

Only when we die to our own selfish desires and nature, are we able to fully accept all the Father has to 

offer. Only then can we truly celebrate what it means to be family. 

Many of my daily preoccupations suggest that I belong more to the world than to God. A little 

criticism makes me angry, and a little rejection makes me depressed. A little praise raises my 

spirits, and a little success excites me. It takes very little to raise me up or thrust me down. Often I 

am like a small boat on the ocean, completely at the mercy of its waves. 

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

When you think about the selfish nature of the oldest son, what do you find most unsettling? List all the 

things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about the selfish nature of the oldest son turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social 

norms and societal expectations? 

   

What upsets you after reading/hearing this? 
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Day 6  

“But if God himself has taken up residence in your life, you can hardly be thinking more

of yourself than of him. Anyone, of course, who has not welcomed this invisible but 

clearly present God, the Spirit of Christ, won’t know what we’re talking about. But for 

you who welcome him, in whom he dwells—even though you still experience all the 

limitations of sin—you yourself experience life on God’s terms. It stands to reason, 

doesn’t it, that if the alive-and-present God who raised Jesus from the dead moves into

your life, he’ll do the same thing in you that he did in Jesus, bringing you alive to 

himself? When God lives and breathes in you (and he does, as surely as he did in 

Jesus), you are delivered from that dead life. With his Spirit living in you, your body will 

be as alive as Christ’s!” (Rom. 8:9–11 msg). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 

Live It Out: 

In what areas of your life are you living for self? 

What parts of your life need to be laid at the cross in order for you to learn what it means to die to 

self?  

Ask God to reveal to you any areas of your life that are overcome by self.  
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Day 7 
Luke 15:11-32 
To Live Loved

Read Luke 15:11–32 
     One of the most unnerving details of this parable is the father doesn’t love either of his sons according 

to what they deserve. He simply loves them, more because of who he is than because of who they are or 

what they have or have not done. 

     Do you know what it means to be loved like this? To be loved so simply and purely that it is without 

merit? A love that transcends all human explanation is the sort of love the Father is waiting to give us. This

sort of love isn’t found often in human relationships. Those who come close to knowing this sort of love 

while here on earth are truly fortunate. 

     This parable so beautifully reminds us that the love of the father is completely without condition. To 

know this sort of love brings hope. To bask in this sort of love brings freedom. How do we learn to live like 

this? Perhaps it’s found in learning what it means to be loved by God rather than striving to understand 

what it means to love Him. 

God is the father who watches and waits for his children, runs out to meet them, embraces them, 

pleads with them, begs and urges them to come home. 

―Henri J. M. Nouwen 

When you think about what it means to be loved to purely, what do you find most unsettling? List all the 

things that stick out to you. 

What do you think the original hearers of this parable found most troubling? 

What about this sort of pure love turns our culture upside-down? What goes against social norms and 

societal expectations? 

What upsets you after reading/hearing this? 
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Day 7 

“God told them, ‘I’ve never quit loving you and never will. Expect love, love, and more love!’” (Jer. 

31:3 msg). 

Listen: 

Lean In: 

Live It Out: 

What would it mean to you today to realize God is trying to find you? To simply 

lavish you with His immense, unending, unmeasurable love?  

How will you let yourself be deeply loved by the Father today? 
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