
Calling the Lost 

Bible Background • LUKE 15 

Printed Text • LUKE 15:11–24 | Devotional Reading • EZEKIEL 34:11–16 

Aim for Change 

In today’s lesson, we will: IDENTIFY with the characters in Jesus’ parable; SENSE God’s grief over His lost 

children; and SUGGEST culturally appropriate ways to rejoice with new believers. 

In Focus 

Instead of attending college after graduation, Jackson decided to move to New York to pursue a music career. 

His older brother Jason had finished college and decided to stay home in Chicago to help their father, Ray, run 

the family company. Before moving to New York, Jackson asked his father for his inheritance of $500,000. Ray 

gave Jackson the money, although he did not think it was the best idea. Jackson spent five months in New York 

partying, drinking, and spending his money. Jackson was eventually evicted from his apartment due to his 

reckless behavior and found himself on the couches of strangers. Instead of calling home for help, he refused in 

his pride. After one night of sleeping outside, he came to his senses and realized that he had hit rock bottom. It 

was time to return home. Jackson used the last of his money to ride the bus back to Chicago. 

Ray had hoped and prayed that Jackson was well because he had not heard from him in months. When he saw 

him get off the bus, rather than asking questions, Ray embraced Jackson with the love that only a father could 

give. Holding Jackson tightly, Ray said, “Welcome home, son.” Jackson hugged his father back, knowing that 

he was genuinely happy to see him. Ray then made arrangements for a welcome party, with food, music, and a 

new suit for Jackson. He was thrilled to have him home. Jason looked on as he saw the party preparations, and 

said nothing to his brother. 

Who in this narrative do you identify with the most? How so? 

Keep in Mind 
“But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and 

shoes on his feet…For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And they began to be 

merry” (Luke 15:22, 24, KJV). 

 

Words You Should Know 

A. Riotous asotos (Gk.) — Extravagant, prodigal, wasteful. 

B. Hired Servant misthos (Gk.) — A paid hired hand. 
 

Say It Correctly 
Prodigal. PRAH-di-guhl. 

Parable. PAIR-uh-buhl. 

Synoptic. sih-NAHP-tik. 

 

  



KJV 

Luke 15:11 And he said, A certain man had two sons: 

12 And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he 

divided unto them his living. 

13 And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far country, and 

there wasted his substance with riotous living. 

14 And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want. 

15 And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. 

16 And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave unto him. 

17 And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to 

spare, and I perish with hunger! 

18 I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, 

19 And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired servants. 

20 And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had 

compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. 

21 And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to 

be called thy son. 

22 But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, 

and shoes on his feet: 

23 And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry: 

24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And they began to be merry. 

NLT 

Luke 15:11 To illustrate the point further, Jesus told them this story: “A man had two sons. 

12 The younger son told his father, ‘I want my share of your estate now before you die.’ So his father agreed to 

divide his wealth between his sons. 

13 A few days later this younger son packed all his belongings and moved to a distant land, and there he wasted 

all his money in wild living. 

14 About the time his money ran out, a great famine swept over the land, and he began to starve. 

15 He persuaded a local farmer to hire him, and the man sent him into his fields to feed the pigs. 

16 The young man became so hungry that even the pods he was feeding the pigs looked good to him. But no 

one gave him anything. 

17 When he finally came to his senses, he said to himself, ‘At home even the hired servants have food enough 

to spare, and here I am dying of hunger! 

18 I will go home to my father and say, “Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you, 

19 and I am no longer worthy of being called your son. Please take me on as a hired servant.”’ 

20 So he returned home to his father. And while he was still a long way off, his father saw him coming. Filled 

with love and compassion, he ran to his son, embraced him, and kissed him. 

21 His son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against both heaven and you, and I am no longer worthy of being 

called your son.’ 

22 But his father said to the servants, ‘Quick! Bring the finest robe in the house and put it on him. Get a ring for 

his finger and sandals for his feet. 

23 And kill the calf we have been fattening. We must celebrate with a feast, 

24 for this son of mine was dead and has now returned to life. He was lost, but now he is found.’ So the party 

began.” 
 

  



The People, Places, and Times 

 
Fatted Animals. In ancient times, a young animal was set aside to be fattened before it was slaughtered. In the 

Old Testament, the fatted, or choice, animals were sometimes associated with prosperity (Genesis 41:2; Ezekiel 

34:3, 16, 20). “Fatted animals” was also used as a general reference to the strongest or choicest among the 

flock. Fattened cattle were part of the menu for banquets and feasts, such as wedding celebrations. In the New 

Testament, James (5:5) associates the fatted animal with a day of slaughter. 

 

Inheritance. In the ancient Hebrew tradition, the possessions of the father were passed on to his sons. 

Daughters could receive the father’s inheritance only in the absence of sons. Before this ruling from the Lord 

went into effect, a man who had no sons left his inheritance to his brothers, to his father’s brothers, or to his 

male next-of-kin (Numbers 27:1–11). The Hebrew interpretation of inheritance did not necessitate death before 

the disposition of property. Traditionally, the eldest son was to receive a double portion (Deuteronomy 21:17) 

of the father’s inheritance, although this rule was not absolute. Reuben lost his place of prominence because of 

committing adultery with Bilhah (Genesis 35:22, 49:3–4; 1 Chronicles 5:1); Esau relinquished his birthright to 

Jacob (Genesis 25:29–34). 

Background 

Parables are illustrations Jesus uses to teach kingdom concepts, principles, or to demonstrate the nature of God 

using characters and settings relatable to the hearer’s everyday life and customs. His aim is to make the 

kingdom known to His disciples and others following Him. There are three parables of Jesus in Luke 15: the 

lost sheep (vv. 1–7), the lost coin (vv. 8–10), and the prodigal son. Each story demonstrates God’s heart in 

retrieving that which is lost and the great lengths to which love drives Him to recover what belongs to Him. The 

parable of the lost sheep is also in Matthew 18:12–14, but the lost coin and prodigal son are only told in Luke’s 

Gospel. 

The telling of parables was often prompted by Jesus’ encounters with the Pharisees and scribes to answer their 

complaints and accusations, or confront their attempts to entrap Him. In Luke 15:1–2, their complaint was about 

Jesus’ inclusion of sinners at the dinner table with them. The Pharisees and scribes positioned themselves in 

their community above the average person. Because of their knowledge of the Law, they were considered the 

authority on what was acceptable. But here Jesus leveled the access to God the Father because through the Son 

all are welcome at the dinner table—a place of communion and intimacy. 

 

At-A-Glance 
1. Life on My Own Terms (Luke 15:11–13) 

2. Rock-Bottom Results (vv. 14–19) 

3. Fully Restored (vv. 20–24) 

In Depth 

1. Life on My Own Terms (Luke 15:11–13) 

 

Jesus, the ultimate storyteller, uses a powerful climax to this discourse to grab the hearers’ attention and make a 

memorable point. He uses an illustration that hits home because those listening could in some way relate to the 

story of this family conflict with an unexpected resolution. His central characters are a father and his sons. The 

younger son makes what is considered an insulting and brazen request of his father: to receive his share of the 

inheritance before his father’s death. The father grants his request and releases him to do whatever he pleases. 

The younger son leaves and goes far from his father’s house to live as he wishes. He pursues a wild life with no 



inhibitions and no rules but also no protection. Jesus shows how the younger son takes for granted what it 

means to be in his father’s house with all the rights and privileges he receives because of his connection. 

 

2. Rock-Bottom Results (vv. 14–19) 

 

Jesus, in this part of the story, shares with those listening the results of the younger son’s decision to leave his 

father’s protective covering and provision. The younger son has spent all of his share of his father’s inheritance, 

which could be assumed to be a sizable amount. His sin and folly has left him broken inside and out. The 

younger son has plummeted into an existence that is beneath his heritage. Worse yet, a famine has hit the 

country. 

 

The younger son has nothing left to support himself with during this troublesome time and has to find work in a 

foreign country. He is able to get a job doing something no upstanding orthodox Jew would even think to do: 

working in the fields feeding pigs. Pigs are considered unclean, and for the son to be around them— especially 

to feed them—is disgraceful. This character in Jesus’ parable has hit such a low and is so famished that he 

desires to eat what the pigs are eating but is not allowed. 

 

Satan always seeks to lure people into what appears attractive, exciting, and fun. As Jesus shows in this parable 

though, the result always leaves a person worse off than they could ever imagine. 

 

The son in his despair realizes that there is another way out of his trouble. He comes to his senses and 

recognizes that he can go home and work for his father as one of his hired hands. The son decides not to die of 

hunger but to go back to his father. He says within himself that he will ask for forgiveness and further debase 

himself by acknowledging that because of his actions and behavior he is no longer worthy to be called a son but 

will be satisfied to be received as a hired hand. 

 

3. Fully Restored (vv. 20–24) 

 

The younger son moves on his decision and heads home, but while making his way toward the property, his 

father recognizes him from afar and runs out to meet him. His father is filled with compassion and so grateful to 

see him alive that he throws his arms around his son’s neck and kisses him. This is not the greeting the younger 

son expects. The father could have been angry with him for spending his inheritance and returning home broke. 

He could have banished him from his property. But the father’s response is the opposite. 

 

The father loves as only a parent can: unconditionally. This parable is Jesus’ most powerful depiction of the 

love of God as Father. This parable displays God’s redemption. Humanity deserves to be cast out but because of 

the Father’s fierce, unending love we are called back into relationship. 

 

The repentant son wants to explain to his father how he has sinned against him and God; he truly wants to 

accept responsibility for his poor decisions and brazen behavior, bringing shame to himself and his family 

name. The younger son humbles himself before his father, believing he is no longer worthy to be his son. The 

father has a different response to his son’s request. He calls his servants to bring out the best robe and put a ring 

on his son’s finger and sandals on his feet. The father has fully restored the fallen son. He puts his son back in 

his rightful place and gives him authority as if he never left. The father then calls for a celebration with the 

finest of food and drink because this son who was dead is now alive again, he was lost but now has been found. 

 

The telling of this story by Jesus must have been very jarring for the Pharisees and scribes. A son who behaved 

so poorly would never be accepted back into a typical Jewish household or received in such a way by a father. 

But Jesus shows what God the Father is really like. His nature and character is not to see His creation banished 

for eternity, for He longs for us to return to fellowship with Him and repent (2 Peter 3:9). As noted in Scripture, 

God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble who turn away from sin (James 4:6–8; 1 Peter 5:5–6). The 

parable of the prodigal son gives the original hearers and believers today a display of God’s great love, mercy, 



and grace that we can do nothing to earn. 

 

Search the Scriptures 
1. Compare and contrast the actions and responses of the son and the father at the beginning and end of the 

lesson text. 

2. What does it mean when Jesus says that “he came to himself ” (v. 17)? 

 

Discuss the Meaning 
1. How should we embrace our sisters and brothers when they come into the body of Christ? Sometimes people 

leave our local church for various reasons. How should we celebrate their return? 

2. In what ways do we understand the love of God by the character of the father in the parable? 

 

Liberating Lesson 
The parable of the prodigal son is a timeless display of the dangers of living outside God’s protective covering. 

No matter what distance we place between God and ourselves, He is always reaching to retrieve that which is 

lost. God’s love is boundless; but it takes a conscious decision to receive God’s love. He told this parable for 

those listening in His time, and the illustration carries on with us in our time to share with others the Father’s 

redemptive, unfailing love. In response to the revelation that the Father is constantly reaching for those who are 

lost, we are called to seek those whom the world would deem “lost.” Homeless, incarcerated, addicted, and 

oppressed people are the very ones God wants to give an opportunity for relationship with Jesus Christ, even if 

they put themselves in their negative situation. How can we be more intentional about receiving those who were 

“lost” when they make efforts to return to community? 

 

Application for Activation  
Take the time to reveal the Father’s love by extending mercy to someone in your sphere of influence. Search 

your heart for someone you need to forgive or someone you may need to approach for forgiveness. We were 

never meant to live in the bondage of unforgiveness; we must restore and be restored. 

 

Follow the Spirit 
What God wants me to do: 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

 

Remember Your Thoughts 
Special insights I have learned: 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

 

More Light on the Text 

Luke 15:11–24 

 

Luke 15 focuses on the parables of lost things: a coin (vv. 4–7), a sheep (vv. 8–10), and—in this passage—the 

lost son. The New Testament has many kinds of parables. This particular parable relates to human relationships, 

specifically a father who loses a son. 



 

Luke 15:1–2 identifies Jesus’ audience and what prompts Jesus to address these parables to them: “Then 

drew near unto him all the publicans and sinners for to hear him. And the Pharisees and scribes 

murmured, saying, This man receiveth sinners, and eateth with them.” 

 

Jesus strategically and subversively uses everyday metaphors and illustrations in parables to respond to the 

constant surveillance and negative reactions of the Pharisees, scribes, and Sadducees. The early Christian 

community is often divided over how to accept the teachings of Jesus as an itinerant preacher traveling with His 

disciples—especially because Jesus does not teach or abide by the traditional religious rules and regulations. 

When the disciples ask Jesus why He speaks in parables, Jesus explains that He means to keep things hidden 

from unbelievers. But He gives the disciples further instruction and shares “the mysteries of the kingdom of 

heaven” (Matthew 13:10–17). 

 

11 And he said, A certain man had two sons: 12 And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give 

me the portion of goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living. 

 

Although most commentators focus on the lost son and his actions and relationship with the father, the story is 

about two sons. In Luke’s Gospel we often see what might be called a juxtaposition between the haves and the 

havenots, the prominent and the unnoticed, the Jews and the Gentiles. A good example of this juxtaposition is 

found in Luke 7 with the centurion who has a sick servant in Capernaum (vv. 1–10), and the widow in Nain 

who lost her only son (vv. 11–15). This parable is similar in that the two sons serve the purpose of comparison 

in the narrative. One son is identified as the lost or prodigal son; the other is often identified as the good or 

dutiful son. 

 

The younger son makes a request of the father. Jesus’ original audience would readily understand how 

inheritance is distributed in families and the importance of the birth order. The younger son in Jewish tradition 

does not receive the same inheritance as the firstborn or the eldest son. The Law states the elder son receives 

two-thirds of the inheritance and the younger son only one-third (Deuteronomy 21:17). 

 

The phrase “he divided unto them his living” is interpreted as the man dividing his life savings or his estate 

between his two sons. Although the practice was allowed and customary, the story quickly positions the 

younger son as audacious enough to demand an inheritance as if it already belongs to him. The son does not 

treat the inheritance as the gift to be given by the father that it is. The son’s arrogance is illustrated in that he not 

only wants his inheritance at such a young age, he feels he can manage it on his own without the assistance of 

the father. 

 

13 And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took his journey into a far 

country, and there wasted his substance with riotous living. 14 And when he had spent all, there arose a 

mighty famine in that land; and he began to be in want. 

 

Rather than remain in the safety and comfort of the father’s house, the younger son wishes to launch out on his 

own. He does not see himself as needing the father’s wisdom and personal instruction. By going to a “far 

country,” this son is not only distancing himself geographically from the father; he is also distancing himself 

spiritually. In this far country, he then wastes everything—all that he has been given by the father. It is 

interesting to note that the story says he wasted his money on “riotous” or extravagant living (Gk. asotos, ah-

SOW-toce), not necessarily prostitutes as his older brother later suggests. The story uses a familiar motif of 

famine to demonstrate that the situation has evolved into one of deep concern. As an agricultural society, Jesus’ 

listeners would be familiar with the idea of famine and the severity of the situation, given the lack of both 

communal and individual resources. 

 



15 And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent him into his fields to feed 

swine. 16 And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did eat: and no man gave 

unto him. 

 

These verses further amplify just how lost the son is. The son—who at home had shelter, servants, and a 

relationship with his father— is now joined to a citizen of a foreign country. The narrative amplifies his 

powerlessness: no inheritance, no family, and no home. The son who demanded an inheritance and felt 

compelled to pursue his own freedom is now bound to a foreigner who can dictate his life decisions in the way 

that the son had not wanted the father to do. 

 

More tragic is that a Jew is sent to the fields to feed swine. The act of feeding swine for a Jew of wealth 

demonstrates his distance not just from the father’s home but also from Jewish customs. Swine is forbidden in 

Jewish Law and considered “unclean” (Deuteronomy 14:8, Leviticus 11:7). The son is so famished that not only 

would he work in a field with pigs, but he would have eaten the food of the pigs. Again, the parable illustrates 

that the distance is not only geographical but spiritual. 

 

The helplessness and humiliation of the son is visible to all. The deepest level of frustration and desperation is 

that in these circumstances “no man gave unto him.” Although he desperately needs charity, he is too far away 

and too far gone to receive it. 

 

17 And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough 

and to spare, and I perish with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, 

I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, 19 And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me 

as one of thy hired servants. 

 

“When he came to himself ” is an idiom that means to come to one’s senses or to be aware, or to come to 

consciousness. A modern idiom might say he “woke up.” This is an important transition in the narrative. After 

the humiliation and depth of his sin and loss, the son now speaks. But the conversation now is very different 

from his request at the beginning of the story. 

 

The question of status reinforces the son’s new awareness of his situation. The son who was privy to a large 

inheritance now realizes that even those with no familial relations, the hired servants (Gk. misthos, mees-

THOCE; different from doulos, slave), have more status and are treated better. It would be better to be a hired 

hand in his father’s house than a slave somewhere else. With this new understanding of his life situation and a 

full realization of his mistakes and sin, he then thinks of doing something about it. 

 

The next statement not only shows that he acknowledges his sin; he is contrite. He no longer feels worthy to be 

called a son. He is in a very different posture. As an act of restitution, he will settle to live as a servant in his 

father’s house. 

 

20 And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and 

had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him. 

 

In the previous verses he thinks about returning. Now he decides to act on his thoughts. These two verses are 

very important to understanding the power dynamics in the narrative. In the beginning the son asks for the 

inheritance and leaves to explore the world on his own. Now in the narrative, he rises to seek out his father. 

 

The next part of the narrative is perhaps why this story is so powerful. Similar to the other lost items—the coin 

(15:4–7) and the sheep (15:8–10)—when they are found there is a celebration. The compassionate father is 

obviously on the lookout for the lost son. Before the son reaches the house, the father is moving in his direction 

to reach him. More profoundly visible in the narrative are the father’s actions in response to the son. The father: 

a) sees him; b) is filled with compassion; c) runs to him; d) throws his arms around him; e) and kisses him. 



Those listening to this parable would not have expected the father’s actions. Surely the father would be angry, 

list all the sins of the son, and demand some form of punishment for wasting the inheritance. Instead, the list we 

get is the father’s overwhelming, joyous acts of welcome for his son. 

 

21 And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more 

worthy to be called thy son. 

 

The younger son in the parable is used to reveal a clear picture of repentance and grace. In the Christian 

understanding of sin, there is always the opportunity for repentance. However, it is difficult to judge whether 

the person repenting is truly admitting their mistakes. No one can see the heart of a sinner to determine if that 

person is truly repentant. But, certainly like the son in the parable, humility is always a good place to start. 

Moreover, a change of heart and action is evidence that a person is ready for a new beginning (vv. 17, 20). 

 

This verse is a strong contrast to the beginning of the parable—with a boastful son demanding what he 

considers to be rightfully his. He humbly realizes that he has made a mistake and sinned. More important, the 

son now has a different understanding of his relationship with the father. Instead of taking a posture of 

arrogance, he now sees himself as not even worthy of his filial status and is willing to be a servant. The ancient 

community listening to this parable would have quickly understood the power dynamics expressed in one who 

is a son of wealth wanting to only be a servant. 

 

22 But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his 

hand, and shoes on his feet: 23 And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry: 

24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And they began to be merry. 

 

This is the true power of the narrative. The robe, ring, sandals, and the fatted calf are all items that ordinarily 

would be reserved for a son. What better vision of Christianity than to remind people who have made mistakes 

that there is always an open door and a party for all those who wish to return home. The son who has spent all 

of the inheritance on riotous living is welcomed back into the father’s house with a wonderful party. 

 

It is here that the reader should notice the beauty of the narrative. Jesus is telling this story to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees who had many laws and restrictions (Luke 15:1–2). Here is the son who has clearly sinned. In every 

aspect, the son has violated the customs and laws of the Jewish people. The Pharisees would have anticipated a 

story where this son is now punished. However, the father in the story (who is positioned as God) does not even 

list all the son’s infractions and sins. This would be alarming to the Pharisees that a son who has made so many 

mistakes could not only be embraced— but even given a party. 

 

This parable illustrates mercy (not getting what we deserve) and gives a clear picture of grace (getting what we 

do not deserve). The fact that the son is not punished but can return home to a celebration is a great story that 

demonstrates the overwhelming, incredible, unconditional forgiveness of God. Like a compassionate father, 

God is always offering us an opportunity to come to ourselves and return home. By admitting our mistakes, we 

receive the celebrations of God’s unconditional love and full restoration with all the rights and privileges of a 

child of God.   



Daily Bible Readings 

MONDAY 

Transformed by Christ Into New Life 

(Ephesians 2:1–10) 

 

TUESDAY 

God Seeks the Scattered People 

(Ezekiel 34:11–16) 

 

WEDNESDAY 

God’s Compassion for Straying People 

(Hosea 11:1–4, 8–9) 

 

THURSDAY 

Calling Sinners to Repentance 

(Luke 3:12–13; 5:27–32) 

 

FRIDAY 

Finding the Lost Sheep and Coin 

(Luke 15:1–10) 

 

SATURDAY 

Plea for Understanding and Recognition 

(Luke 15:25–32) 

 

SUNDAY 

Family Members, Forgiven and 

Reconciled 

(Luke 15:11–24) 


