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Once Upon a Parable: Jacob and the Prodigal 
Bible: Luke 15:11-32 
The Big Idea: What kind of Kingdom is it? It is a kingdom with open hands of love and 
forgiveness. 
 

They did the unexpected: Esau welcomed Jacob, the father welcomed his youngest son, and God 
welcomes all people with open hands of love and forgiveness. It’s not a matter of earning or 
deserving this love and forgiveness but rather receiving the gift that has already been given to us. 
 
God welcomes me with open hands of love and forgiveness and I am to welcome others with the 
same open hands of love and forgiveness.  
 
Stories about 2 Brothers 
 
Everyone needs two things: a marker and a Bible. With the marker write the words “Love” and 
“Forgiveness” on the palms of your hands, one word on each hand. If you find it difficult to write on 
your dominant hand, have a friend help. And when you have both words on your open hands, open 
your Bible to Luke chapter 15. 
 
Today we are going to tell two stories, each about two brothers. The first story and the first two 
brothers— you may have heard of them—are Jacob and Esau.  Jacob was the younger brother, Esau 
the older. Does anyone here have an older sibling? You can relate to Jacob. Anyone have a younger, 
potentially annoying, sibling? You can relate to Esau. 
 
In the world where Jacob and Esau lived birth order mattered. In this ancient culture the oldest son 
received the birthright. This was his inheritance from his father; the best land and herds; the rights of 
the firstborn. And this is what Jacob stole from Esau. 
 
Jacob deceives his dad and brother, and he steals the birthright. Esau finds out and is angry. Jacob 
runs away to move in with his uncle, afraid that his brother will kill him if he stays home. 
 
This is a story about two brothers; one of them takes the inheritance and leaves home.  Years later, 
after working for his uncle, and starting his own family, he decides to return home. 
 
On his way, he becomes worried that his brother Esau will still be upset, and may even want to kill 
him.  He sends messengers ahead to his brother, asking Esau to forgive him. Esau replies by coming 
to meet him with four hundred men.  Jacob is very scared. So, he tries to protect himself and his 
family by sending a large herd of animals to Esau as a gift. 
 
The next morning Esau came to Jacob.  However, instead of attacking with his four hundred men, he 
welcomed his brother with open hands.  Jacob expected anger and violence. Instead, he is surprised 
by the love and forgiveness waiting for him in the open hands of his brother. 
 
Prodigal Story 
 
A similar story is found in Luke chapter 15:13-31.  Take some time to read through this story.  Then 

take a look at this video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jUCCUHurV0I 
 
In this story we see two brothers. The younger demands his share of the inheritance, the customary 
33% that would someday be his, and leaves home. Only after foolishly  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jUCCUHurV0I
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spending it all he finds himself working on a farm serving pigs, wishing he could eat their leftovers. It 
is here, in his lowest of lows that he decides to return home. He comes up with a plan, an apology to 
his father, and figures working as his father’s servant would be better than living like the pigs he 
served. 
 
However, this younger brother’s return is met differently than anticipated. His father runs out to him, 
welcoming him home, not as a servant, but as a son who was lost and is found. Food is prepared, 
friends are invited, and a feast ensues, celebrating the return of this younger brother. And where is 
the older brother? Rather than celebrating with his family to welcome his brother home, he stands off 
at a distance in anger and bitterness. 
 
What connections do you see between these two stories?   
 
Both are stories about two brothers. In both stories the younger leaves home only to realize later that 
he should return. And when each return home, the younger brothers are afraid for what they will find. 
In one, the younger brother returns home to find his older brother there to welcome him. In the other, 
the older brother is bitter and indifferent while the father welcomes home this brother who “was dead 
and is alive again.” 
 
Imagine hearing Jesus tell this story. And in your mind, you know this other story of two brothers, of 
Jacob and Esau. You hear Jesus telling this parable and you know immediately where it is going. 
Two brothers. The younger leaves home and later returns.  Only what he returns to is not what you 
would expect to hear. 
 
Whereas the story in your mind ends with two brothers reuniting, just as Jacob and Esau did, this 
story Jesus tells is of a father who welcomes home his younger son while the older brother looks on 
in anger at a distance. This is not the ending you anticipated.   
What could this ending mean? 
 
Esau welcomes Jacob.  The father welcomes both his younger and older son.  And God welcomes us 
with open hands of love and forgiveness. 
 
Open Hands of Love and Forgiveness 
 
Forgive others as God forgives us 
God welcomes all people with open hands of love and forgiveness. So, we are called to open our 
hands to others, as well. Just as his story of two brothers revolves around hands open with love and 
forgiveness, so does the prayer he teaches:  
 
 “Forgives us our sins and we forgive those who sin against us.” - Matthew 6:12 
 
Because God loves and forgives us, we are called to be people who love and forgive others like Esau 
did with Jacob, and like the father did with his youngest son. I wonder if Paul had this story or Jesus’ 
prayer in mind as he wrote to the Ephesians, saying,  “Be kind and compassionate to one another, 
forgiving each other, just as Christ God forgave you.”   
 
This is what we are called to.  This is who we are called to be; people who open our hands to a world 
that has left “home” and is desperate to return. 
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Imagine if they had responded differently? Imagine if instead of love, they had regret? Instead of 
support, they left her alone? When we open our hands to others, it changes everything for us and for 
them. 
 
My second story of seeing open hands of love and forgiveness is taken from the news headlines a 
few years back. On October 2, 2006 a man entered an Amish school house, taking ten individuals 
hostage at gunpoint. After nearly an hour, this tragedy left six dead, including the shooter. And while 
this tragedy is one that points vividly to the brokenness in our world, the response of the Amish 
community shows the hope that is also present. 
 
You 
God is always welcoming you with open hands of love and forgiveness. And God is calling you to 
welcome others with the same open hands of love and forgiveness. 
 
Who will you open your hands to, your family at home; a friend at school; someone here at church? 
Many times we are the younger brother running away from home and scared for our life. But God’s 
hands are always open to us.  At other times we are the older brother, feeling confused, jealous, and 
angry. And God’s hands are always open to us.  
 
These open hands of love and forgiveness are the open hands of God, always inviting and welcoming 
us home. God’s hands are always open towards you, always loving and always forgiving. And God is 
inviting your hands to be the same, loving and forgiving those around you as you invite them home. 
 
QUESTIONS 
 

• Why is it sometimes hard to love and forgive others? 
• What are the benefits of loving and forgiving others? 
• How can you show love and acceptance to others this week? 
• Who do you need to forgive? 

 
 
 


