
SESSION FOUR

The Father of Two 
Lost Sons

SESSION SUMMARY
In this session, we will study Jesus’ famous parable of a loving father with two lost sons. In the 
characters’ attitudes and actions, we see a picture of human sinfulness, the grace-filled posture of God, 
and the deadliness of self-righteousness. Like those who originally heard this parable, we are called not 
to resent God’s grace but to celebrate God’s goodness in embracing any sinner who repents.

SCRIPTURE
Luke 15:11-32
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THE POINT

God’s grace is offered to those who repent of their sin and 
self-righteousness. 

INTRO/STARTER  5-10 MINUTES

Option 1
Have you ever noticed how many children’s films are about the main character being separated from 
a father?

• An American Tail relates the story of Fievel, a mouse whose curiosity leads him to a forbidden 
part of a ship full of immigrants. In a terrible storm, Fievel is swept out to sea and spends the 
rest of the film trying to find his papa.

• Finding Nemo is about a little clown fish who rebels against his father’s wishes, gets caught by a 
diver in the ocean, and ends up in an aquarium in a dentist’s office. The film shows Nemo’s dad, 
Marlin, traveling the ocean past sharks and jellyfish in order to find his son.

• Annie is about an orphan girl longing to be reunited with her parents.
• Home Alone tells the story of a boy who wishes his family was gone and comes to regret that wish!

Stories of separation and reunion, longing and fulfillment, exile and return strike a chord in our hearts. 
Why? Because these stories all somehow mirror the great story of the world, in which sinners who are 
lost and in bondage need to be found and set free.

• What books or movies about someone who is lost and found do you like most? Why do you 
think these stories resonate with us?

Option 2
Have you ever been in a crowded space and been separated from the people you came with? There’s a 
sense of panic when you realize none of the faces or places nearby look familiar. Then, when you find 
who you’re looking for or the place you’re supposed to meet, you feel relief, joy, and happiness at being 
reunited with the people you love. 

• Describe a time when you were separated from people you love. What happened? How did 
you find them? How did you feel when you found them? 

Being separated from friends or loved ones, trying to find our way back to them, resembles our 
relationship with God. Our sin is rebellion against Him—it separates us from Him. But God, in His 
love, offers us grace and mercy. He offers us a way home, to be reconciled with Him, through Jesus’ 
life, death, and resurrection. 

• How does it affect you to know that God offers us a way to be reconciled to Him through  Jesus?
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THE POINT

God’s grace is offered to those who repent of their sin and 
self-righteousness. 

CHARACTERS
• Jesus: the eternal Son of God; second person of the Trinity

PLOT
Our next story is Jesus’ famous parable of a loving father with two lost sons. Most people call this the 
story of the prodigal son; however, the prodigal son isn’t really the main character in this story. Sure, he 
is one of the lost sons, but there is another person who hardly gets any attention—the merciful father.

HIS STORY   15-20 MINUTES
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THE SIN OF THE YOUNGER SON
The three parables in Luke 15 (lost sheep, lost coin, lost son) were told in an 
environment that heightened the drama of their stories. The religious leaders 
were complaining about Jesus welcoming notorious sinners to His table. In 
response, Jesus didn’t give an explanation but a series of stories, and the third 
one was especially pointed—casting Himself in the role of the loving father 
and His opponents in the role of a resentful elder brother. Watch how the 
story begins.

11 And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And the 
younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of 
property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between 
them. 13 Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had 
and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his 
property in reckless living. 14 And when he had spent everything, a 
severe famine arose in 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 into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was longing to be 
fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. 
17 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s 
hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here 
with hunger! 18 I will arise 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 as one of your hired 
servants.” ’ ” (Luke 15:11-19)

In the Jesus’ day, it was normal for sons to assume that upon their father’s death 
they would gain a sizeable inheritance, consisting of the family’s assets and 
property. But in Jesus’ parable, the younger son demanded his portion early. 
Today’s equivalent would be a teenager spitting in his dad’s face and screaming, 
“I want you dead!” Asking for the inheritance early suggested that the son 
couldn’t wait for his father to die. He wanted what his father could give him now, 
even at the expense of their relationship.

A bigger shock followed—the father gave the younger son what he asked for. 
In fact, he actually gave both his sons their inheritance (v. 12). In those days, the 
older son would be expected to build a bridge between the father and the younger 
son and avoid public humiliation. But instead of trying to restore the family’s 
fellowship, the older son silently took his double portion of the fortune. There was 
neither outcry against the younger brother’s action nor passionate defense of the 
father’s honor. The older son pocketed his inheritance, stayed home, and stayed 
quiet. His silence was deafening. 

TIMELINE

TWO LOST SONS
Jesus teaches on 
God’s grace to both 
the prodigal and 
self-righteous brother.

THE PHARISEE 
AND THE TAX 
COLLECTOR
Jesus teaches on 
the dangers of 
self-righteousness.

THE WICKED 
TENANTS
Jesus teaches on God’s 
judgment and the 
need to repent.
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Jesus painted a picture of two types of lost people. The first is openly 
rebellious—the “in your face” sin of the younger son. The younger son’s 
request illustrates the enormity and consequence of human sin. “God, we want 
what You can give us, but we don’t want You!” The second is a more subtle 
type of sinner—seen in the older son. He represents someone who appears 
to be near God but is actually far away. He’s the church member who wants 
God’s blessing but could care less about God’s name being honored or about 
glorifying God with his life. He doesn’t care about his father or his brother—
only about himself and what he can get out of the situation.

Jesus’ dramatic parable continues with the younger son converting his newly 
obtained property into cash. When the disgraceful deed was done, the prodigal 
son headed off to a far country, where he squandered all his wealth in reckless 
living. The boy wasted his money and life, so when the famine came, he wound 
up desperate. Not only did the younger son start working for a Gentile (bad 
enough in Jewish culture at the time), he was also actually feeding pigs—the most 
despised and unclean of animals for a Jew! The Jews in Jesus’ audience must have 
bristled at such a terrible picture of this younger son’s sin.

THE MERCY OF THE FATHER
The crucial moment in Jesus’ story occurred as the son approached his hometown. 
Jesus said that the father saw his son while he was still a long way off. This implies 
that the boy was probably at the edge of town, ready to head down the main street 
(which was usually the road that almost everyone in the village lived on). The 
father had been watching diligently, hoping to catch a glimpse of his son.

20 “And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a 
long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and 
embraced him and kissed him.21 And 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 servants, ‘Bring 
quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, 
and shoes on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and 
let us eat and celebrate. 24 For this my son was dead, and is alive 
again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate.” 
(Luke 15:20-24)

• Make a list of several characteristics communicated by the father’s 
actions in this parable. How are these characteristics also true of God? 
(p. 29, PSG)

Through it all, the father had not stopped loving his child. He hoped to see their 
relationship restored. He dreamed of them talking again, laughing, and spending 
time together. His eagerness to see his younger son again drove him time after 
time to the front of the yard, where he stared into the distance to see if maybe his 
boy would be on his way home. 
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Jesus said that when the father finally did see the son at the edge of the village, 
he pulled up his robes and ran to him. In Middle Eastern culture, running was 
considered shameful for someone in a position of honor, but that didn't stop this 
father. The son spoke, acknowledging his sin against his God and his father, 
rightly admitting that he was unworthy to be a son once more. He understood 
his unworthiness to be part of the family and receive such love. He recognized 
the weight and depth of his sin and the shame and agony his father experienced 
because of it. But he was truly repentant. And the father responded by accepting 
the boy back as a son and not as a servant.  

THE SIN OF THE OLDER BROTHER
Finally, Jesus turned the focus back to the older son, who had not been 
mentioned since the beginning of the parable.

25“Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near 
to the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 And he called one of 
the servants and asked what these things meant.  27 And he said to 
him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened 
calf, because he has received him back safe and sound.’ 28 But he 
was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated 
him, 29 but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have 
served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never 
gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But 
when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with 
prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ 31 And he said to 
him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 It 
was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, 
and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’ ” (Luke 15:25-32)

Jesus described how the older son found out that people were celebrating because 
his brother had returned home. In Jesus’ culture, any older son would be expected 
to hightail it into the house and join the feast as quickly as possible. Instead, the 
older son stayed outside, choosing to murmur about the apparent unfairness of his 
father’s actions. He deemed the party unworthy of his attendance.

We’ve seen the way the father ran to his ragged, prodigal son at the edge of 
the community. Similarly, the father went out to convince his puffed up and 
arrogant older son to come in and celebrate his brother’s return. The loving 
father had two sons who blocked his love in different ways. The younger 
one had walled himself off from the father’s love by doing evil, while the 
older one walled himself off from that same love by doing good. The older 
brother went through the motions so he could gain rights in the household, 
not true membership in the family. The younger brother—the repentant 
rebel—was inside feasting while the older brother—the “good” son—stayed 
outside pouting.

TIMELINE

WATER INTO 
WINE
Jesus shows 
compassion for 
everyday needs.

BREAD FROM 
HEAVEN
Jesus provides for 
both physical and 
spiritual needs.

WALKING ON 
WATER
Jesus demonstrates 
His sovereignty 
over creation.

The Gospel Project for Students      41



The older son refused to call the younger son his “brother.” Instead, he only 
referred to him as his father’s other son. Then Jesus ended His parable with the 
gracious father’s response to his older son’s complaint. Although the older son had 
lashed out and refused to address his dad respectfully, the father replied by calling 
him “son.” The father reminded him of their shared relationship. He earnestly 
wanted his older son to come inside so that the family would be whole. 

The father turned the focus away from possessions, works, and obedience. The 
father desired the relationship. The issue was neither the faithfulness of the older 
son nor the reckless living of the younger one. Rather, the spotlight shone on the 
younger brother not because of anything he had done but because the father-son 
relationship had been restored.

The father’s treatment of the older brother models God’s graciousness. God has 
shared so much with humanity—His creation, His goodness, His common grace. 
He calls everyone everywhere to repentance. 

CHRIST CONNECTION
Jesus ended the parable as a cliffhanger, leaving the audience waiting for the 
story’s resolution: Did the older brother go in and join the family celebration? The 
answer is left to the reader. You’re invited to step up onto the stage and act out 
the parable’s final scene. Will you enter the house of God and become a part of 
God’s family? Or will you stay out in the field, appearing close to God while 
you are actually far from His heart? Will you remain settled on working and 
doing without any thought about having a true relationship with the Father? 
Won’t you come in? Won’t you become a part of the reason for celebration? 
The story’s grand finale lies in your hands.

Repentance (p. 30, PSG)

Repentance is a response to God’s gracious call to salvation. It includes a genuine sorrow 
for one’s sin (Luke 5:1-11), a turning away from one’s sin toward Christ (Acts 26:15-20), 
and a life that reflects lasting change and transformation (Ps. 119:57-60). It is the 
human counterpart to God’s work of regeneration; in other words, the human side of 
our conversion.  
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GROUP QUESTIONS
God’s Story has always been designed to connect with your story. It is because of 
His Story that our stories make sense, have meaning, and carry on into eternity. Use 
the questions below to help think through how His Story connects with your own.

• In what ways might our actions whisper to God what the younger son shouted 
to his father?  Answers will vary. 

• In what ways does God’s treatment of us go beyond what we might hope for?  
Answers will vary. 

• How can our “good deeds” be a way of walling ourselves off from a relationship 
with God?  Answers will vary. 

• Why is it important to guard against the sin of the older brother just as much as 
guarding against the sin of the younger brother?  Answers will vary. 

YOUR STORY   10-15 MINUTES

YOUR STORY
Where your story 
meets His.

HIS STORY
God’s Story of 
Redemption, 
through His Son, 
Jesus Christ.
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YOUR MISSION   10-15 MINUTES

HEAD

The father in Jesus’ story did more than simply accept his returning son. With the entire community 
likely watching the dramatic events, the father ordered that a robe, shoes, and a signet ring be brought 
out from the house. The son had come from the pigs—he was smelly and gross. But the father would 
not allow his son to walk down Main Street looking so horrid. He demanded that the best robe be 
brought as well as the ring that signified sonship so that the son would avoid any shame. The father 
bore the shame when he ran down the street; the son went home dressed with honor.

• In what ways does the father’s treatment of his son go above and beyond what 
anyone expected?  Answers will vary. 

• What are some specific ways this story pictures our salvation?  Answers will vary. 

HEART

Jesus’ parable describes two types of sin—the outward rebellion exposed in the younger son and the 
inward bitterness concealed in the older son. The gracious father responded to both of his children with 
honor and love. But unlike the younger son, who fell with tears of repentance into his father’s arms, the 
older son simply voiced a whiny complaint. His boasting about his faithful service revealed that he saw 
his father as if he were only a boss to be obeyed, and he was convinced he had been treated wrongly. 

• What are some ways a heart closed-off to God will lead to a heart closed-off to sinners 
who find forgiveness?  How people respond when someone outside the church becomes a 
believer says a lot about their own hearts. For instance, those who have experienced the grace 
of God in Christ will gladly rejoice when other sinners experience that grace as well. It is the same 
principle of forgiving because you have been forgiven or showing compassion because you have 
been shown compassion. However, a heart closed-off to God will clearly reveal itself in the way one 
relates to sinners in need of grace. 

• How does the gospel challenge and transform the closed-off heart?  Answers will vary. 

HANDS

One thing we learn from the younger son is that outwardly-rebellious sin eventually leads people 
to squander away their lives until they are at the mercy of whatever they have glued themselves to. 
People attach themselves to drugs, alcohol, relationships, TV, and so forth. We become addicted 
to something or someone we think will provide hope; instead, the addiction brings enslavement, 
reminding us to daily avoid the temptation to fall into the traps of the older brother and the 
younger brother. 

• What are some common examples today of ways we might waste God’s good gifts?  
Answers will vary. 

• In what ways does wasting God’s gifts lead to slavery instead of freedom?  Answers will vary. 
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ADDITIONAL INFO

LEADER PACK
For this session, refer students to pack item #6, which contains an interactive chart related to the two lost sons 
in this session. The chart contains a list of some of the sins committed by both the older brother and the younger 
brother, with space to note similar ways we might be tempted to sin today. As you go through the individual sins, 
ask students to fill in the modern day counterparts in the space provided. Feel free to come up with your own to 
help your students start thinking in that direction. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Check out the following additional resources:

• Leader Training Videos
• One Conversations
• Midweek Studies (to access your Midweek Study, go to lifeway.com/TGPSUM17Stories)
• Circular Timeline Poster
• App (for both leader and student)

Additional suggestions for specific groups are available at
GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

And for free online training on how to lead a group visit
MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject
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