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Themes: Repentance, reconciliation, and forgiveness; where we came from before our salvation; God’s love for the
lost and for believers; religious hypocrisy and religious pride.

This parable describes God’s redemptive love in saving the lost, and the account of the jealous brother is an
indictment of the Pharisee’s religious pride. This parable also has application to times in our Christian lives when we
wander away from God. You may split this into two Bible studies if you wish to cover both themes in greater detail –
one study on the lost son and the preceding parables that frame its context and interpretation, and another study on the
jealous brother (or that part could be combined with another study, such as the following study on the Parable of the
unmerciful servant in Mt. 17:15-25). 

Notes.
The context of the previous two parables – the lost sheep and the lost coin – frame the context for this

parable.  These three  parables  are  told  in  response to the grumbling of the Pharisee and religious scholars,  who
strongly objected to him associating with “sinners”. Jesus tells these parables to teach about God’s grace toward lost
sinners, and how important they are to God. He paints a picture of a God who isn’t just impersonal and passively
waiting for people to repent, but a God who actively seeks out the lost and rejoices over their conversion. The grand
finale is the Parable of the lost son1, a very moving depiction of the Father’s love for the lost. In sermons we’ve often
heard this applied to believers who have wondered away from God and come back. This is an application, and a valid
one,  but  not  the  primary intended  meaning.  The  primary interpretation,  as  we  see  in  the  context,  is  about  the
conversion of the lost. It can also be validly applied to a wayward believer coming back to God, because that kind of
spiritual journey has parallels with that of a lost person returning to God. Interestingly, Jesus depicts the lost person as
one who was originally with God before leaving. This doesn’t mean that lost people were at one time saved. It is valid
first in the sense that in Adam as a race we were originally with God in the Garden of Eden, in a sense. More
importantly, it implies that each person’s original role and purpose in life is to be with God – that is the purpose for
which God created us -- but each person has chosen to rebel, leave God, and go out on his/her own.

In interpreting the Bible, we must pay attention to cultural norms and how they are followed, as this is an
important principle of biblical interpretation. But occasionally cultural norms are deliberately violated, especially in
the ministry and teaching of Jesus. He had women followers and helpers in his ministry, and ministered to prostitutes
– behavior that was absolutely unthinkable for a religious teacher in that culture and time, especially the very male-
dominated and legalistic culture. We need to notice how he deliberately uses violations of cultural expectations also in
interpreting some of his parable. His parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15) invokes a number of violations of cultural
norms. First, the elder son in the story asks for the inheritance and leaves. The elder son was entitled to a double
portion of the father’s inheritance, but the inheritance was always received only after the father's death. So asking for
the inheritance at such a time was a gross insult to the father – tantamount to telling the father, “I want you to die”,
which was even more offensive in a culture that  emphasized the  authority of  elders  and males.  Running away,
spending the money on immoral living, working with pigs (which were considered religiously unclean) and wanting
to eat their food increasingly build up an effect of moral shock and being appalled to the listeners of the tale. By the
time Jesus tells of the boy coming home and the father seeing him, the typical listener response might be, "Kill the
worthless  boy!"  But  the  father  runs  to  the  boy;  for  an  elder  person  to  run  in  such  a  situation  was  considered
undignified in that culture. He embraces the wretched son who probably was dirty and rank-smelling, and welcomes

1 Or the prodigal son in the King James Bible (KJV); ‘prodigal’ is an older word that refers to wasting money, spending
wastefully, especially for immoral or selfish purposes.
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him back. (Not only was the father willing to take him back, but was apparently even waiting for him to return.) This
kind of story would no doubt stun and shock those listening, because it contradicts so many of their cultural and
religious values. Also, they would view the disobedient boy as an antagonist in the story, but at the end Jesus “plays
with their minds” by turning him into a protagonist. These deliberate violations of expectations and cultural norms in
the story give it far greater vividness and impact.

Of course, the brother in Jewish culture would have every right to object to this unusual chain of events. But
Jesus shows that God’s ways are totally different from man’s ways. This brother represents the religious hypocrite,
who refuses to accept those who have been saved by God’s grace – the sinners that Jesus hangs out with, the Gentiles
(including those who would be saved in great numbers as the Church expanded beyond Judea), and the common
person. This is directed of course at the Pharisees and religious leaders.  It  also applies to all  kinds of religious
hypocrites today, whether they are believers with bad attitude problems toward other believers, or religious people
who aren’t really saved. It applies to us, if we harbor hatred toward our brothers and sisters (see 1 John 2:9-11), or
religious pride toward non-believers. The Father’s answer to the brother sums up the heart of God toward the lost.
And this is something we are to learn from, as God would want us to have this kind of heart toward the lost. 

Discussion of this passage pretty much takes care of itself, as it should invite a lot of personal sharing. Just be
sure to get people to understand how this is to be understood in a Jewish context. 

Discussion questions.
What prompted Jesus to tell these parables? Why did he hang around with sinners? What points is Jesus

making with the first two parables? What does this say about God’s attitude toward the lost? How does it
contrast with the attitudes of the religious leaders? Are our attitudes more like theirs or his?

Who does the lost son represent? The father? His waywardness? Going thru the parable, discuss each
major element. Either it represents something, or it says something about the son’s waywardness. 

How would have a Jewish audience reacted to this story? The religious leaders? Why is Jesus playing
with their minds here? What does this say about God the Father? How is Jesus’ portrayal of the Father so
different from how the religious leaders view God? 

What does it  say about how bad off we were before we were saved? Try to relate  your lives  and
personal testimonies to this, and share about it. Put yourself in the son’s shoes; how do you feel? How does the
Father feel? Is this a typical father? What does this say about your pre-salvation condition? 

What does this say about the lost around you?  How often are you thankful to God for your salvation?
How often do you really mean it? (In a heart-felt manner?) How often do you pray about the lost? How often do
you think about them? 

How  does  this  apply  (secondarily)  to  believers  who  have  gone  astray?  Is  it  up  to  them to  “fix
themselves”? To pull themselves up by their bootstraps? Is it our responsibility – if so, how much? Ultimately,
who will bring them back? 

Who does the elder brother represent? How would have the religious leaders in the audience reacted?
For what is Jesus implicitly condemning them? (Do you think they understood it?) What does it mean to be
hypocritical? Self-righteous? 

How might this depiction of the elder brother apply to us? Can we harbor hatred, pride, resentment,
jealousy, etc. toward fellow believers? Fail to accept them? In what ways to we do so? Can we harbor religious
pride  toward the  lost,  those  we consider  sinners,  those with  views  we consider  wrong,  weak or  wayward
believers...?  What reward can the hypocrite expect from God? What is the father’s answer to the elder brother
in this story? What does it mean? 

What does this parable say about God’s heart? About his role in seeking and saving the lost? How are
we to have that kind of attitude?

Sharing and prayer.
Spend time sharing your personal testimonies – of how you were saved, and/or of how you came back to

God after being a wayward Christian. How did God bring you back? Spend time in prayer to meditate over your
salvation in light of this parable, and to thank him in a heart-felt manner. Also spend time to pray for non-
believers and for those who are enslaved to religious pride or hypocrisy. 
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