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How to Use This Study

Preparation

Intro Options
Unit .25

Session .02

Jesus Tells 
the Parable 
of the Sons

11 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. … 17 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. 25 “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.’”

Scripture

Luke 15:11-13,17-32

Intro Options

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

The parable of the prodigal son is a story about one son’s journey of living sinfully, reaching the point of 
desperation, and finding a forgiving embrace from the father he once turned his back on. However, the 
parable of the lost son is as much about the older brother as it is about the “prodigal.” We tend to forget 
that there are plenty of verses in Luke 15 dedicated to the grumbling of the prodigal’s older brother. 
It is easy to mistake those latter verses for a kind of “afterword,” but really they are just as central to 
the story. Thus, this parable really should be called “The Parable of the Self-Righteous Son,” or at least 
“The Parable of the Two Self-Centered Sons,” because that’s really the point that Jesus was making. By 
depicting the central sins of both the younger and older brothers, Jesus was showing that these boys are 
not so different, at least not in heart. In this session, we’ll examine this famous parable and see how the 
story Jesus told reveals God’s goodness and heart to welcome sinners home.

• Which of the brothers do you think was more wrong?  

Main Point:
God’s love and 

forgiveness extends 
to any who repents 

of their sin and 
self-righteousness.  
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His Story
Read Luke 15:11-13.  

Jesus didn’t give us any backstory to the relationship between the younger son and his father. Was it tumultuous? 
Was it hostile? Jesus didn’t tell us, but the small detail He did give us in the introduction is actually a big clue. By 
asking for his inheritance early, the younger son was essentially saying to his father, “I wish you were dead.” Today’s 
equivalent would be a teenager spitting in his dad’s face and screaming, “I want you dead!” He wanted what his father 
could give him now, even at the expense of their relationship.

In verse 13, Jesus said the inheritance the younger son took early in his greed was “squandered.” He said that the 
lifestyle of the son was “foolish.” Whatever experience or possession the son was chasing in his new life came up short 
in reality. The imagery here (and afterward) is stark. The son, as we will see, lost everything. It’s strange to think he 
couldn’t have seen it coming. Maybe he was foolishly telling himself he could turn everything around. Maybe the 
highs of his rebellious living were too addictive. In any event, we see that living with yourself at the center is to live 
spiritually bankrupt and sets yourself up for a life of catastrophic emptiness. 

• Think of when you got something you’d wanted for a long time only to find it 
didn’t satisfy. Why didn’t it deliver on the promise?

Read Luke 15:17-24.  

As we see in this next section, the prodigal son had bottomed out. He was not just at the end of his money and 
wild lifestyle but at the end of himself. Interestingly enough, this journey is sometimes necessary in one’s coming 
to Christ. The circumstances may look different for each of us, but until we despair of ourselves, we will not see the 
beauty of Christ’s fullness given to us in the gospel. 

• Like the prodigal son, have you realized that the things of this world do not 
give us lasting fulfillment, and that lasting fulfillment can only be found in 
Jesus? If so, what were the circumstances surrounding that realization? 

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. In other words, the father had been watching diligently, hoping to catch 
a glimpse of his son. Through it all, the father had not stopped loving his child. He hoped to see their relationship 
restored. 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 today would be the day his boy would be on his way home. 

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

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 

Luke 15

11-13. 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 told a series of stories, with the third one especially pointed—
casting God the Father in the role of the loving father and His opponents in the role of a resentful elder brother. 

Hundreds of years before Jesus told this story, the teacher of Ecclesiastes gave us a philosophical background for 
it. Apparently the reflections of an elderly Solomon note how often he declared the heights of his pleasure-seeking 
and the peaks of his accumulation as nothing more than vapor, smoke, a “chasing the wind.” Once you catch it, it 
vanishes in your hands. The pursuit, at the end of it all, proves fruitless, worthless, and empty.

What was true for Solomon and true for the prodigal is true for us today—sin is turning from the satisfaction of God 
to the prospect of satisfying ourselves with things God has made. It is choosing the gift over the Giver. It is living 
as if we are the lords of our own hearts and the sovereigns of our own kingdoms. When we choose sin, in fact, it is 
choosing to live as if our heavenly Father is no longer alive.

17-24. Some have said that the most significant character in the parable of the lost son is the father. He corresponds 
to our heavenly Father, who overflows with loving-kindness to all generations, whose love is steadfast and equally 
abundant in riches to younger and older brothers, the rebellious and the religious. The father in the story, like our 
heavenly Father, operates on the kingdom economy, not the world’s. When the lost son returns, he imprudently runs 
to greet him. And then he throws a party—for the kid who wished his father were dead, who shook his fist at him 
with a shameful spending spree during his exile! Like the joy for the found sheep and the found coin, the joy for the 
found son seems disproportionate to the occasion. And it is, if your heart, like the older brother’s heart, is set to law, 
not gospel.

COMMENTARY

Main Point:
God’s love and 

forgiveness extends 
to any who repents 

of their sin and 
self-righteousness.  

99 Essential Doctrines (p. 16, DDG)

God is Gracious
God’s nature is to delight in giving unmerited favor to those who are undeserving 
(Eph. 2:8-9). His grace toward sinners is found most clearly in the salvation He has 
provided through Christ. Because of sin, humanity is undeserving of salvation—all 
of us have turned our backs on God, and as a result, we deserve death (Rom. 6:23). 
However, instead of leaving people in their sins, God has demonstrated His graciousness 
by providing atonement and forgiveness for our sins through the death and resurrection 
of Jesus (2 Cor. 5:21).

UNIT 25  |  SESSION 2  |  19THE GOSPEL PROJECT FOR STUDENTS  |  18

Jesus said that when the father finally saw the son at the edge of the village, he pulled up his robe 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. He was truly 
repentant. And the father responded by accepting the boy back as a son and not as a servant.

• How does it make you feel knowing that God graciously forgives when you 
repent from your sin?

Read Luke 15:25-32.  

Jesus described how the older son responded to people celebrating his brother’s return. In Jesus’ culture, any older son 
would be expected to hightail 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.

You see, 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.

Just as the father went out to meet his prodigal son, he went out to convince his puffed up and arrogant older son to 
come in and celebrate his brother’s return. In essence, 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.

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

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? By doing so, we are invited to examine our own hearts to determine which of 
the two brothers we identify with—the younger rebellious one, or the older rule-following one. Will we turn from 
our rebellious living and turn back to the Father whose presence and love is what we long for? Will we enter the 
house of God and become a part of God’s family? Or will we stay out in the field, appearing close to God while we 
are actually far from His heart? Whichever way we lean, Jesus invites us in to celebrate the Father’s warm embrace.

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 

Luke 15

25-32. In a brilliant way, Jesus was suggesting a fulfillment to a familial dysfunction at work throughout the biblical 
generations, particularly between older brothers and younger brothers. According to Jewish custom, the oldest son is 
first in line when it comes to honor and legacy. However, throughout the Old Testament, family after family shows us 
the younger brothers outwitting, outlasting, and outshining the older brothers. The failure of the older brother to live 
up to his honorable position begins with Cain, proceeds through Esau to Joseph’s brothers and to David’s brothers, 
and culminates in the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son. It is not that the younger siblings are all that 
great themselves, but one way God reinforces His penchant for shaming the wise with the foolish and the strong with 
the weak (1 Cor. 1:27) is by making the older serve the younger (Gen. 25:23, Rom. 9:12). 

However, it is also worth pointing out that there is a big difference between the third story and the first two in 
Luke 15. In the accompanying parables of the lost coin and the lost sheep, it is interesting that someone goes looking 
for the lost items. In the lost-son parable, however, nobody goes (certainly not the older brother). Nevertheless, Jesus 
is the good older brother who does go out and seek the lost in order to rescue them. Contrasting with the older 
brother in this narrative, Jesus willingly goes to great pains to not only restore lost prodigal children, but also provides 
the means for them to return home and be restored with the Father.

COMMENTARY

(p. 18, DDG)  Christ Connection

The Pharisees and scribes criticized Jesus for welcoming sinners and dining with 
them. In response, Jesus told a story of a father longing for and celebrating his 
wayward son’s return. This story illustrates God’s joy over sinners coming to 
repentance and trusting in Jesus, the Savior, who came to seek and save the lost.

Main Point:
God’s love and 

forgiveness extends 
to any who repents 

of their sin and 
self-righteousness.  
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• Watch the teaching tip video for each session at ministrygrid.com/gospelproject.
• Read through the main passage of Scripture listed on the opening page of each session. 
• Study the His Story section, focusing on which aspects of the study you will cover during 

group time. 
• Decide which Intro Option to use to start the lesson.
• Check each session for a pack item list or description. 

The opening pages of each session contain the focal passages of Scripture 
covered, the main point to be emphasized throughout the session, and 
two introductory options to help get the session started.

These four pages contain the main teaching material for each session. 
This section follows the storyline of the Bible, focusing on what God 
has done in redemptive history throughout the pages of Scripture. It’s 
important to study this section and decide beforehand which parts of the 
material to emphasize to students to support the main idea of the session. 
In addition, these pages also contain discussion questions for your group 
time. Most of these questions will be observational or personal response 
type questions; for those that are not, the surrounding paragraphs in the 
Teaching Plan and Commentary can provide suggested answers. 

The His Story section is divided into two parts: the Teaching Plan  
(left side) and the Commentary (right side). 

• The Teaching Plan is designed to help you lead the session material, 
providing biblical content and instructions for when to read the 
biblical passages and ask related questions. 

• The Commentary is additional material that complements The 
Teaching Plan. The material found on this page will give you 
additional insight into the biblical text and help you better prepare 
to lead each session. However, leaders must decide how to use the 
content here during group time. 
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Student Devotions

Our Mission God’s Story has always been designed to connect with our 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. Suggested answers to these questions can be found on the right-hand side of the page for leaders. 

Head

If you were to summarize the essence of the story in your own words, what would 
you say? 

Why is it important to emphasize the Father’s desire to restore the relationship 
with both of his sons?

Heart

Why do you think the story of the prodigal son is so relevant for today?  

What does the prodigal’s story teach us about pursuing a pleasure-seeking 
lifestyle? 

Hands

Like the prodigal son, what are some ways we might waste God’s good gifts in our 
own lives? 

What are some ways we can better utilize His gifts beginning this week?   
 

Our Mission 

Head

In Luke 15:30 we see that 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 relationship. The issue 
was neither the faithfulness of the older son nor the reckless living of the younger one. Rather, the emphasis is on 
the need for the father-son relationship to be restored. The father’s response of graciousness is directed to both sons, 
just as the graciousness of our heavenly Father is directed to all humanity through His common grace and mercy. 

Heart

The prodigal son’s reckless tour of debauchery is nothing new. People have lived for the sake of their own pleasure 
since the fall of mankind. One reason this story from Jesus still resonates so well today is that the pleasure-seeking, 
immoral lifestyle of the younger son has basically become the default state for the average young adult in the Western 
world. You don’t even have to renounce your dad to live like the prodigal son anymore; you can do it in high school 
on spring break or in the college frat/sorority house. 

But the other enduring constant is the end result of that kind of living. What happens to the prodigal son is what 
happens to everyone who goes full-tilt into self-worship—they end up with nothing to show for it but scars, sorrows, 
and a life of regrets. Nobody gets to their deathbed, after all, and says, “I wish I’d been more selfish. I wish I’d lived 
more wastefully.”

Hands

One thing we learn from the younger son is that outwardly-rebellious sin eventually leads people to squander 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. 

Main Point:
God’s love and 

forgiveness extends 
to any who repents 

of their sin and 
self-righteousness.  
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The Our Mission section is designed to show how God’s Story connects 
with our own stories today. It is here we will see how the biblical storyline 
for each session challenges the ways we think, feel, and live from day to day. 
While this certainly happens on an individual level, we do want to stress 
to students that this calling and mission to live differently is something all 
Christians share and pursue in common. Potential answers to the questions 
located here can be found on the right hand side of the page.  

Students remember 30 percent of what they hear and 70 percent of what they 
say and write. In an effort to get students more involved in the biblical storyline 
of Scripture, and in their own personal discipleship, we have included five 
days of devotions following each session in the Daily Discipleship Guide. 
As a leader, emphasize weekly how important it is for students to read these 
devotions and develop the spiritual discipline of being personally in the Word 
of God. These devotions will not only help fill-in the gaps of the biblical 
storyline not covered in the material, but they will also equip students to 
rightly handle the Word of truth by providing simple techniques to studying 
the Bible as illustrated by the 7 Arrows. 

• The His Story section also includes other key components unique to The Gospel Project, such as the Christ Connection, 99 
Essential Doctrines, and In Defense materials, all of which will also be included in the Daily Discipleship Guide. There are 
icons strategically located throughout the Leader Guide Teaching Plan that would naturally provide an easy transition and 
opportunity to talk through these key components: 

Each session will contain a direct look at how the content studied connects with Christ, emphasizing to students how all of 
Scripture points to Him. 

Throughout the course of the three-year study, students will be exposed to 99 essential doctrines. Each session will contain an 
essential doctrine that directly relates to the Bible study material, for the purpose of developing a student’s biblical worldview.

This section will bring up any apologetic related issues to the text studied in each session. This is designed to bring greater 
clarity about a specific part of the text, answer tough questions raised by skeptics, and to help students be able to better 
defend their beliefs. Unlike the other two sections, the In Defense section won’t be included in every session, but only when 
apologetics issues are raised. 

Christ  
Connection

99 Essential  
Doctrines

In  
Defense

Leader Pack
The Leader Pack provides additional ways to make the session interactive 
with PowerPoint templates, posters, and other additional resources to 
support both leader preparation and group time. To identify when to use 
each item, look for the Leader Pack icon in each session. 
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Timeline

Jesus the 
Savior

25.1
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the Kingdom 
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27.4
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Then beginning with Moses and all the 

Prophets, he interpreted for them the things 

concerning himself in all the Scriptures.

Luke 24:27

25.3
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Parable of 
the Sons

26.3
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the Lord’s 
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Resurrected
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Andy McLean
Editor

The Gospel Project  
for Students

The promise God gave to Adam and Eve long ago would finally be fulfilled. 
Jesus, the Promised Seed, would crush the serpent’s head, and death itself 
would be defeated in the death of Christ. God fulfilled His promise to 
Abraham to provide a lamb by sending the Lamb of God who would take 
away the sin of the world. And, as Isaiah prophesied, the Suffering Servant 
was wounded for our transgressions and pierced for our iniquities. All 
of the foreshadowing in the Old Testament not only pointed forward to 
Jesus, but also pointed to the mission He would complete.

The current volume of Jesus the Savior takes us to the central event in all 
of human history—the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As we 
see repeated over and over throughout the Bible, the events surrounding 
the cross of Christ are the reason Jesus came. The disciples may have been 
thrown off by these events, but Jesus wasn’t. He knew the cross was His 
mission to bear, and He knew exactly what it would cost Him. It was the 
means God chose to reconcile sinners to Himself, making “the one who 
did not know sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God” (2 Cor.5:21).

The cross and resurrection of Christ are central to God’s Story in human 
history. Jesus is the Hero who came to rescue a captive people by taking 
the punishment they deserved. The cross is also central to our faith as 
believers. It is because of the cross that we can rightly see ourselves, like 
Barabbas, as being guilty and set free. It is because of the cross that, like 
Mary, we can live as if Jesus is better than anything this world can offer. It 
is because of the cross that, like Peter and the other disciples, we can move 
past our own personal failures and disappointments and be reconciled to 
God, empowered for the life mission He has called us to.

From the Editor
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Unit .25

Session .01

Jesus Tells 
the Kingdom 
Parables

1 On that day Jesus went out of the house and was 
sitting by the sea. 2 Such large crowds gathered around 
him that he got into a boat and sat down, while the 
whole crowd stood on the shore. 3 Then he told them 
many things in parables, saying: “Consider the sower 
who went out to sow. 4 As he sowed, some seed fell 
along the path, and the birds came and devoured them. 
5 Other seed fell on rocky ground where it didn’t have 
much soil, and it grew up quickly since the soil wasn’t 
deep. 6 But when the sun came up, it was scorched, 
and since it had no root, it withered away. 7 Other 
seed fell among thorns, and the thorns came up and 
choked it. 8 Still other seed fell on good ground and 
produced fruit: some a hundred, some sixty, and some 
thirty times what was sown. 9 Let anyone who has ears 

listen.”… 31 He presented another parable to them: 
“The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that a 
man took and sowed in his field. 32 It’s the smallest of 
all the seeds, but when grown, it’s taller than the garden 
plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the sky 
come and nest in its branches.” 33 He told them 
another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven 
that a woman took and mixed into fifty pounds of flour 
until all of it was leavened.” … 44 “The kingdom of 
heaven is like treasure, buried in a field, that a man 
found and reburied. Then in his joy he goes and sells 
everything he has and buys that field. 45 “Again, the 
kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine 
pearls. 46 When he found one priceless pearl, he went 
and sold everything he had and bought it.

Scripture

Matthew 13:1-9, 
31-33,44-46
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Unit .25

Session .01

Jesus Tells 
the Kingdom 
Parables

Intro Options

Option 1

Have you ever seen one of those Magic Eye® images? They used to be on posters but you can still find 
them floating around online today. The images work based on some elusive trick of human optics. At 
first glance, they simply look like an abstract swirl of colors. No discernible image can be seen. But if 
you stare at the image long enough, and in the right way, a concrete image of some definition comes 
through—a sailboat or a dolphin leaping out of the water. However, it’s not uncommon for people to 
find themselves unable to see the hidden image. When that happens, it can be frustrating. 

• When have you felt like the only one in a group of people not to 
“get” something? Why did you find that experience unsettling?

In Matthew 13, we actually see that Jesus told His disciples that He was speaking in parables to obscure the 
truth  from some people just as much to reveal it. What a strange thing to say! You and I don’t use stories that 
way. We’re not trying to hide the truth from anybody. But Jesus, drawing from Isaiah 6, said His stories were 
intended, in part, to do that very thing (13:13). And here we see something very important about the parables, 
and about the kingdom these particular parables are describing. The parables work like the gospel itself; to 
some it sounds offensive, harsh, confusing, maybe even repulsive. To others, however, it sounds like heaven. 

Option 2

Reading an adventure book. Watching a captivating television drama. Listening to your grandparents 
recall their childhood. Hearing a close friend talk about what you missed at last night’s game when your 
high school’s basketball team became division champs. What do all of these things have in common? 
That there is something powerful about storytelling. 

We all love stories and the various ways stories are communicated. Stories have the ability to inspire, 
invoke passion, and impart wisdom. They can be helpful in communicating truth, which is why 
storytelling was a technique Jesus used repeatedly in teaching His disciples.

One of Jesus’ most famous parables—the parable of the sower and the soils—was recorded in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which are called the Synoptic Gospels because they tell Jesus’ story from a 
similar perspective with similar content. Being in each of the Synoptic Gospels shows how important 
this story is. This story communicates how God spreads His message and how we must ultimately accept 
or reject His good news.

• What is one of your favorite stories you heard during a sermon? 
What did it communicate?

 

Remember, this icon means there is a Leader 
Pack item that goes with the lesson. See 
Leader Pack for additional instructions.

Main Point:
Jesus’ parables teach 
us what the kingdom 

of heaven is like. 
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Read Matthew 13:1-9.   

In Matthew 13:1-9 we see the first of three parables told about the kingdom, all of which reveal important truths 
about the kingdom. However, this one is incredibly crucial and unique in that it teaches that while reception to the 
gospel depends on the quality of the heart—the nature of the soil—the sower has no way of knowing which hearts 
will be receptive and which ones won’t. 

In this way, the sowing of the seed—the sharing of the gospel—isn’t based on our determination of who’s ready or 
who’s really good enough or who ought to hear. We are to preach the gospel anywhere and everywhere, in a way that 
might even seem wasteful. Why? Because while the seed will fall on all different kinds of soils, we are not responsible 
for someone’s reception, but for our own scattering of the seed.

• What are some characteristics of a heart receptive to the good news of 
the gospel? How would you characterize the other types of soil Jesus 
describes in the parable?

The parable of the sower and the soils is a helpful reminder of three truths. First, Jesus taught that the Word is to 
be shared with all people. We have a duty to proclaim the good news of Jesus’ death and resurrection, and its effect 
on our sin and rebellion, to all people. Second, many who hear of God’s kingdom will ultimately reject it. While we 
should feel a burden for those who reject the gospel, there is no reason to feel guilty for their choices. Third, there will 
be those who will receive the Word and, through God’s work within them, produce an abundant harvest of fruitful 
works. This should be an encouraging thought. We can be confident that our efforts in sharing the truth about Christ 
can be used by God to bring people to faith.

• Which of the three soils described in this parable have you experienced when 
sharing the gospel? Explain.

Read Matthew 13:31-33.

Through the double imagery of the mustard seed and leaven in Matthew 13:31-33, Jesus was teaching that the 
growth of the kingdom will, in the end, seem utterly unlikely and impossible. Consider the following analogy 
between an NFL quarterback, Tom Brady, and the kingdom of God.

It shouldn’t be controversial any longer to make the claim that Tom Brady is the greatest quarterback to ever play in 
the NFL. It still is controversial, of course, but this has more to do with fan loyalties (and a consistent hatred outside 
the New England states for the Patriots dynasty) than it does on-field accomplishments and stats. Whether you 
admire, loathe, or are just ambivalent about Brady, there’s no denying that he wasn’t much to look at when he started. 
Drafted in the sixth round of the 2000 NFL draft at number 199 overall, he somehow looked both lanky and pudgy 
at the same time. He wasn’t fast. He wasn’t nimble. He wasn’t muscular. He didn’t look like much of anything. Six 
Super Bowls and a host of individual records later, we are all reminded of something that still never ceases to surprise 
us—sometimes very great things have very unassuming beginnings.

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 
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99 Essential Doctrines (p. 08, DDG)

Church and Kingdom
The church and the kingdom of God are closely related, though not identical. When the 
Bible speaks of the kingdom of God, it is referring to the reign of God in the world. The 
church is the people of God who live under His loving rule now, anticipating the full 
manifestation of God’s kingdom in the future. The church’s mission is to witness to God’s 
kingdom, proclaiming God’s message of salvation through Christ and demonstrating 
the power of the gospel through good works so that others may be brought to live under 
God’s reign.

Matthew 13

1-9. Jesus used a lot of agricultural imagery in His teaching, both in His sermons and in His stories. He was using 
the common language of the culture around Him—sheep and goats, vineyards and vinedressers, seeds and sowers, 
and so on. But the way He used these images is sometimes different than the way most of His hearers would have 
been accustomed to thinking of them. 

• The scenario Jesus portrayed of a sower throwing seed everywhere—almost willy-nilly—wouldn’t make sense 
(at first) to the seasoned farmer. You would do whatever you could to determine the soil was fertile and receptive. 
It might take tilling up the soil or removing rocks. It might take clearing out the soil of bad plants, weeds, thorns, 
and things that would compromise flourishing growth from whatever you’re planting. It might take irrigating the 
soil to make sure what’s planted has access to the water needed for fruitful growth.

• The sower is just scattering seed far and wide with no thought at all, apparently, to the suitability of the soil. 
Why? We have to see these stories with spiritual eyes.  

COMMENTARY
Main Point:

Jesus’ parables teach 
us what the kingdom 

of heaven is like.  
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Jesus’ ministry didn’t look like much at first. He didn’t recruit religious experts or politicians or zealots to become His 
disciples. He drafted fishermen and tax collectors. His harshest words were for those in power, and His most delicate 
for those deemed unreachable and even untouchable. This is not how you start a campaign for world domination, if 
the conventional wisdom is any guide. As Jesus defied all cultural expectations, He was ushering in the most powerful 
force in the universe—namely Himself—through remarkably modest means.

• What are some other biblical stories you can think of where God took 
something (or someone) little and turned it (or the person) into a testimony 
of His own greatness?

The kingdom of God is coming through a carpenter’s son, and His band of frequently confused cultural misfits. It is 
coming specifically for and through those at the bottom of the barrel—the meek, the mourners, the makers of peace. 
It is coming in and through the God who takes on flesh to wash feet, to touch lepers, even to die.

Read Matthew 13:44-46.

Maybe the man and the merchant in Jesus’ short parables represent those who wear themselves out in the pointless 
pursuit of the “better and more.” Then one fateful day, they find it. They find the one treasure that made all their 
previous treasures pale in comparison. All the things they expected their previous possessions to do for them came to 
fruition in this one discovery. It was worth trading everything for. 

This, Jesus said, is the essence of the kingdom of God. When you finally discover it—when you come into the 
kingdom through faith in the Son of God—you see why all your pursuits after temporary joys and riches were a 
colossal waste of time. True joy, true eternal riches are found in Christ alone.

• What are some temporary joys we try to find lasting satisfaction in today? 
Why is Jesus better than these? 

In the end, Jesus embodied the point of these parables. He gave up everything because the kingdom of heaven is 
worth it. He knew His kingdom must come through Him making atonement for sins and being resurrected for 
eternal life. Ushering in the kingdom of God was worth Jesus giving up His very life. And because of this, the 
kingdom of heaven is worth giving our lives for, as well. What does it say about our faith—about the object of our 
worship—if we afford only minimal attention to that for which Christ gave His whole life? What does it say about 
what is truly most precious to us?

• What rivals Christ for the number one place in your heart? How can you place 
Him first in every area of your life?

TEACHING PLAN

His Story 

(p. 10, DDG)  Christ Connection

Jesus used parables to describe the nature of God’s kingdom on earth. Word of the 
kingdom is sown broadly and will be received differently based on the condition 
of one’s heart. For those with hearts of fertile soil, the word yields extraordinary 
fruitfulness causing the kingdom to grow and extend into all of the world. When 
Jesus returns, we will experience the full manifestation of God’s kingdom. 
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Matthew 13

31-33. The images are quite stark in the parable: a mustard seed becomes the biggest tree, and the leaven affects the 
whole batch of flour. This is a parabolic way for Jesus to express what He has taught elsewhere, that in the end, the 
gates of Hades will not overpower the church (Matt. 16:18). Jesus is here giving us a vision of the end, so we won’t 
be discouraged by the unassuming beginning. In another vision of the end, He says, “Look, I am making everything 
new” (Rev. 21:5). The kingdom’s growth will be all-encompassing. This gospel of the cross and resurrection will be 
the down payment, as it were, for the coming of the new heaven and new earth. What Christ began in His first 
coming, He will consummate in His second.

44-46. There is a bit of a double meaning in Matthew 13:44-46 as it pertains to the value of the kingdom. First, 
we can rightly deduce that Jesus was saying the kingdom is more precious than any treasure or experience we’ve ever 
known. The man who discovers the treasure and the merchant who finds the pearl of great price are like the person 
who has been spending his life in the fruitless pursuit of the flesh. When a person sees with spiritual eyes the beauty 
of Christ, he loses his taste for his sins and worthless idols. Seeing the all-surpassing glory of Christ prompts him, 
figuratively speaking, to sell everything he owns (repent) and purchase this treasure (grasp it in faith).  

But we don’t just receive a picture of the repentant sinner coming to Christ in these kingdom parables. In a very vivid 
way, we also see a picture of the Son of God Himself. In the incarnation, for instance, the Son of God relinquished 
His divine privileges (though not His divinity itself!) to add to Himself the nature of humanity. In His earthly 
ministry, Jesus Christ renounced political power and cultural leverage in order to announce freedom to the captives, 
healing to the sick, joy to the mourners, and provision to the needy—all in order to announce the hope of Himself 
to sinners. And then Jesus fulfilled the mission for which He came. He submitted to the torture and the anguished 
death of crucifixion. He gave up what most of us would consider our own most precious possession—our lives.

COMMENTARY

(p. 10, DDG)  Christ Connection

Jesus used parables to describe the nature of God’s kingdom on earth. Word of the 
kingdom is sown broadly and will be received differently based on the condition 
of one’s heart. For those with hearts of fertile soil, the word yields extraordinary 
fruitfulness causing the kingdom to grow and extend into all of the world. When 
Jesus returns, we will experience the full manifestation of God’s kingdom. 

Main Point:
Jesus’ parables teach 
us what the kingdom 

of heaven is like. 
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God’s Story has always been designed to connect with our 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. Suggested answers to these questions can be found on the right-hand side of the page for leaders. 

Head

Which of the three parables discussed stands out to you most? Why? 

How does the parable of the hidden treasure and pearl of great price challenge us 
to think differently about where true and ultimate satisfaction and joy are found?

Heart

How does the parable of the four soils challenge us on a personal level? 

What are some ways we can cultivate our hearts in hopes that God’s Word would 
fall on good soil when we hear it? 

Hands

How does the parable of the four soils offer encouragement to us even when we 
may not see the kingdom growing at a rate we would like?

What part do we play in God’s plan of growing the kingdom? How can we be more 
active in that role this week?  
 

Our Mission 
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Head

Our ordinary lives are often filled with good, positive experiences. There are lots of good gifts from God that 
every one of us gets to enjoy in this beautiful world He made. But our ordinary lives can serve—even through the 
“good times”—to dull our spiritual senses, especially when the everyday comforts of our carefree living only offer 
us temporary pleasures to enjoy each day. Once those “good” things have been drained of every ounce of joy and 
pleasure, our default is to move on to the next temporary fix all the while never realizing that the ultimate object 
of our longing isn’t found here on earth. The truth is that everyday life can deaden our sensitivity to the things of 
God. Jesus’ kingdom parables are like a potent energy drink that way. They shock us awake—in a good way—to 
look beyond our circumstances, to peek behind the curtain, and to see even the good gifts of this world as essentially 
nothing compared to the Giver Himself.

Heart

Jesus’ parable of the sower and the soils is instructive for us on a personal level. In the first place, it tells us that 
whenever we walk into a church service or our small group, whenever we open up the Bible for a daily devotion, the 
condition of our hearts will determine how receptive we are to the Word we read and hear. If our hearts are anything 
like the first three soils, then that Word from God will not give way to bearing fruit in our lives. This is why it is so 
important that we do a little reflection and analysis of ourselves on a regular basis, asking the honest questions about 
the condition of our hearts and minds before entering into the Word. Are we praying before Bible Study that the 
Word would fall on the good soil of our hearts, taking root and creating lasting change within us? Then, do we rely 
upon the work of the Holy Spirit to prepare our hearts for the reading of God’s Word? Approaching Bible study with 
that sort of mindset could be used by God to till the ground of our hearts, making our hearts’ soil ready to receive 
His Word. 

Hands

One thing Jesus did with the parable of the four soils is remind those of us responsible for sowing to leave the quality 
of the soil to Him. We don’t change the seed; the gospel is perfect and powerful in and of itself thanks to the Holy 
Spirit working through it. We don’t need to test the soil; we cannot control who is stony or thorny and who isn’t. We 
are simply to remain faithful in telling others about Jesus and leave it to Him in His wisdom to determine the rate of 
success or failure. We need to realize that He will soften hearts as He pleases. This is what we pray for when we ask 
God to save our lost loved ones. We are asking Him to intervene in some way, to interrupt the plans for their own 
lives apart from Him and open their eyes to the beauty of His way and to the truth of the gospel. Our role is simply 
one of faithful obedience in sharing that good news with others.

Main Point:
Jesus’ parables teach 
us what the kingdom 

of heaven is like. 
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