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BIG IDEA

Our identity is found in one of three places: the world, in Christ, or in religion.

INTRODUCTION

Identity is a big part of our cultural conversation today. What are some identities that you would 
claim for yourself?

How do the identities we take on influence the way we view ourselves and the world around us? 

When we meet someone, we often start getting to know them by asking a simple question: “What do you 
do?” The answers we give to these questions reveal the way we see ourselves in the world. We identify 
ourselves by our jobs, by our roles in our families, by our interests, and by what we do in our free time. These 
identities shape the way we see ourselves in the world. However, bigger and more pervasive identities are 
at work in all of our lives. These guide how we see ourselves in the various roles we fill day to day, and they 
will be the focus of our discussions over the next few weeks.

 UNDERSTANDING

Before we jump into the main text, read Luke 15:1-3 to gain the context of the parable of the 
prodigal son. What two groups of people was Jesus addressing? Who was the core audience of 
this teaching? Why does that matter? 

What seemed to be the Pharisees’ complaint? Is this a problem we suffer from today? Explain. 

Jesus was addressing a crowd of sinners and religious leaders, but these parables seem to be directed 
more toward the religious elite than the sinners. The Pharisees and scribes saw themselves as distinct from 
sinners, but they had more in common with them than they would have ever imagined. 

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ LUKE 15:11-19.

First-century culture was quite different than our own. How do these key differences that Ross 
mentioned impact the way we interpret what is going on here?

The first core identity we talked about is the world. How does the younger son exemplify this core 
identity? 
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How did the younger son’s identity leave him empty? What insight did he reveal about his faults 
in verse 18? Why was this such an important realization?

In what ways does a worldly identity keep us from seeing our need for Christ?

While our culture is individualistic, first-century culture was communal; it was a shame and honor culture. 
The son made a brazen request that defied the expectations of his day. In asking for his inheritance, he 
was saying that he wished his father was dead. Yet instead of rejecting and pushing him away, the father 
honored the son’s request. This would have been exceptional to the people hearing this story. A worldly 
identity teaches us to find pleasure in the here and now and miss what is of eternal significance. 

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ LUKE 15:20-24.

What was exceptional about the father’s response given the way his younger son treated him? 

How would the religious people listening to Jesus’ story have viewed the father’s reaction?

Where do we see the gospel in the response of the father? 

Read Romans 8:16-17. How do all our stories mirror the story of the prodigal son? 

The son rejected the father, but the father embraced him. He ran to him and gave him the best of the house. 
While the son was rehearsing his speech asking for forgiveness, the father cut him off and welcomed him 
home. This is how God the Father has responded to us in the gospel. We were once cut off from His love, 
but now we are His heirs in Christ. We have all spent our lives doing the wrong things and pursuing empty 
promises, but God welcomes all who come to Him through Jesus.

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ LUKE 15:25-32.

How did a religious identity lead the older brother to reject the love of the father? 

How did the gospel-centered father address the older son? Why did both of the sons need the 
love of the father equally? How had they both missed the point?

Ross said, “A religious person does and says all the same things a person in Christ does.” With 
that in mind, what is the crucial difference between these two types of people? What are some 
things the older son said that help us see this distinction?
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How are a worldly and religious identity the same at their core? What sins and desires do they 
share in common? 

When the younger brother came home, the older brother could not bear to celebrate with him. Instead, 
he retreated outside to pout. He couldn’t even bear to call him “brother.” The conversation with the father 
reveals that the older brother was finding his value in external rule-keeping. He was doing and saying all 
the right things, but his heart wasn’t transformed. At their core, both the world and religion are looking 
for the same thing: they want the blessing of the Father without the relationship with the Father. Both 
have missed the point; yet, the father comes to both the older and the younger brother and offers his love 
without exception. Both the religious and the worldly need to have their identity changed by Christ.

APPLICATION

Ross said the identities we talked about in the beginning of these lessons are “sub-identities.” 
However, the identities we see in this parable are “core identities.” How do the “core identities” 
we take influence how we live out our “sub-identities”?

Where are you finding your identity: the world, Christ, or religion? How will you reflect on the 
gospel to find your true identity in Christ? 

Ross mentioned that our Wednesday night student time is called the Eight One Seven, based on 
Romans 8:17. But having an identity in Christ is not just something students need to learn—we 
all need to learn it. How are we being intentional about reminding one another of our identity in 
Christ?

How would you explain what it means to find your identity in Christ to a non-believer or a new 
Christian?

PRAY

Thank God for giving us an identity in Christ and helping us find our value and purpose in life through 
knowing and believing in Him.

MEMORIZE

31 “And he said to him, ‘Son, you have always been with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32  ‘But we 
had to celebrate and rejoice, for this brother of yours was dead and has begun to live, and was lost 
and has been found.’” – Luke 15:31-32
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Table For Two Daily Devotionals are also available to guide you in your time with the Lord. Sign up for daily 
emails at 121cc.com/TableForTwo or view on the 121 App.

COMMENTARY

LUKE 15:11-32

15:11-12. Although this well-known parable (vv. 11-32) is usually called the parable of the prodigal son, the 
other son and the father are also important characters. It was unusual, but not unheard of, for a father to 
settle his estate before his death. Since the older son got a double portion of his father’s estate, the younger 
son’s share (share... I have coming to me) would have been one-third of the estate.

15:13-15. The younger son had no intention of returning to his family. It is impossible to know whether his 
foolish living included “prostitutes” (v. 30), or if that was just an angry accusation made by the older brother. 
The irony of the penniless younger son’s new job was that pigs were unclean animals to Jews (

 11:7). He was at rock bottom in his new life.

15:17-19. It took extreme poverty and hunger to prompt the younger son to come to his senses and realize 
that, in spite of all he had done, the correct course of action was to return and become one of his father’s 
hired hands. To do so, however, it would be necessary to confess that he had sinned greatly and was not 
worthy to be called his son. This is a vivid picture of a person “hitting bottom” and finally realizing the 
magnitude of his sin.

15:20-23. That the father saw his son coming from a long way off indicates that he habitually looked for 
his return. Perhaps the normal parental reaction to the younger son’s return would be anger or at least 
deep disappointment, but this father’s response displayed: (1) compassion, (2) love ( threw his arms around 
his neck and kissed him), (3) celebration (a feast), and (4) joyful restoration of status for his son (a robe of 
distinction, signet ring of family authority, sandals worn by a son, in contrast to barefoot slaves).

15:24. This is the point at which the parable ties in to the two previous stories about God’s joy in saving the 
lost. The father’s celebratory attitude depicts the way in which God the Father receives repentant sinners. 
This contrasts with the contempt the Pharisees and scribes displayed for sinners who came to Jesus (v. 2).

15:25-30. Instead of the story ending on a note of joy and celebration, as might be expected, the spotlight 
shifts to the older brother. Unlike the father’s positive attitude, the older brother (1) was surprised at the 
return of his sinning brother, (2) was offended and jealous at the father’s celebration, (3) became angry at the 
father’s forgiving love, (4) declared his own self-righteousness, and (5) focused on his brother’s sinfulness 
rather than his newfound repentance. Jesus’ representation of the religious leaders in the character of the 
older brother was a scathing rebuke of their self-righteousness.

15:31-32. The rebuke of the religious leaders continues. They did not understand (1) the opportunity for a 
close relationship with God, (2) the generosity of His grace, (3) His joy at the salvation of sinners, or (4) the 
profound transformation of conversion. Perhaps most crucial of all, however, is the reminder of kinship to 
the sinners intended in the phrase this brother of yours. The religious leaders refused to accept their Jewish 
brethren, the “sinners,” as the older brother in this story.


