
Do you find it hard to imagine the kind of love God has for us? Sometimes we may 
feel unworthy like the prodigal son when he returns or jealous like the other son. We 
know that God “is familiar with all of our ways,” so we can’t imagine why he loves us 
like he does.   

Young children have an easier understanding of that unconditional love than we do. 
They love just because. They have no conditions, no rules. Even children who are 
abused by their parents still love them beyond our understanding.  

Tap into that organic understanding of love by sharing with them this lesson. Give 
them something of significance, like a few coins or a dollar or $5 for an older child. 
Do this separate from any birthdays or allowances. Tell them it is a gift to them “just 
because you love them and you want them to have it.” Then allow them to do with 
it whatever they please. Do not comment on how they save it or spend it. Simply 
say you are glad they can choose what to do with it because you love them. Explain 
that this is a lot like God’s love for us. Share John 3:16 and work on memorizing 
it together. Emphasize the word “gave” in the scripture and explain that he gave 
because he loves. Talk about practical ways to share that same kind of love with 
others, expecting nothing in return.

Our final reading this week is dedicated to an exercise designed to deepen our understanding 
of God’s generous spirit. This exercise is an adaption from James Bryan Smith’s book, “The 
Good and Beautiful God.”

Martin Luther, a leader of the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century, referred 
to John 3:16 as “the heart of the Bible — the gospel in miniature.” In The Good and 
Beautiful God, Smith points out the importance of understanding what this famous 
verse does not say about God’s love. He writes, “Jesus did not say, ‘For God so 
loved the good people, the righteous people, the religious people, that he gave his 
only Son.’ Neither did he say, ‘For God was so mad at the world that he sent his Son 
to come down and tell them to shape up, that whosoever would shape up would have 
eternal life.’”  

“For God so loved the world that he gave . . .”

If you have not already done so, commit to memorizing John 3:16. To live with the 
truth “God is big enough” planted in your heart, it is essential to remember how BIG 
God’s loves truly is for you and for the entire world. Write down the verse. Carry it 
with you until it can freely be shared with anyone who might be asking, “Does God 
really love me?” 

God, I confess that I sometimes slip back into believing that I need to earn your love. 
I regress into the idea that your love is based on my performance, and I know so well 
how far I often fall short. Remind me today, God, that you love me deeply as your 
child. Help me to understand more fully your generous nature and find rest in your 
steadfast love. AMEN.
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The Parable of the Prodigal Son begins with the introduction of the three central 
characters. Abruptly, one of the sons requests something from his father that would 
have been seen as a deeply offensive demand within Jewish culture. The son 
essentially says to his dad, “I’d be better off if you were already dead. Can I have my 
inheritance now?” After receiving his portion, this same son travels to a distant land, 
leaving behind everything his father had ever wanted to provide for his son. 

Throughout the biblical story, we read numerous stories of men and women who rebel 
against God and God’s love. What does this say about our human nature? 

Are there moments in your life you might describe as an experience of rebelling 
against God’s love? Have you ever tried to run away and found yourself trading your 
father’s treasure for the world’s trash? 

In our text today, Luke sets the scene for the telling of three parables which 
are found in Luke 15, the parable of the lost sheep [vs. 3-7], the lost coin 
[vs. 8-10] and the lost boy [vs. 11-32]. The rest of our readings this week will 
focus on the final parable, the parable of the lost boy. Each of these parables 
tells the story of something of high value that has been lost and the search 
that ensues to recover what had gone missing. 

Today, take a brief moment to also read Luke 15:8-10. In what way might Jesus be 
responding to the grumblings of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law by sharing 
this parable? What might Jesus have been communicating to the tax collectors  
and “sinners”? 

In your reading today, what might Jesus be saying to you? Which should fuel our 
transformation? Why? Which is fueling your life right now?

In our first reading this week, we looked at the setting in which Jesus shares this 
parable. The Pharisees and tax collectors had grumbled, “This man welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.” James Bryan Smith writes, “The elder brother represents 
the part of us that is not comfortable with God’s unconditional love for others or even 
ourselves.” He continues, “It is not my sin that moves me away from God, it is my 
refusal of grace for others, both for myself and for others.” 

What does the elder brother’s anger say about his relationship with his brother? 
What does it say about his relationship with his dad? How does the father respond?  

What does the father’s words to the elder brother say about the way God loves? How 
has the story of this father helped you understand the love of your heavenly father? 

It is probably safe to assume that at least several years had passed before the 
eventual reunion between father and son. The tasks of life would have certainly 
continued, but the parable seems to indicate that the father never stopped hoping 
that his “lost” son would one day return. Though the son claims that he is “no longer 
worthy” to be called a son, the father calls for the best robe, a ring for his finger, 
sandals for his feet and for the fatted calf to be killed for a grand feast.

After completely wrecking his life, verse 17 says that the son “came to his senses.” 
What do you think that means? Have you had a similar experience? How does the 
son respond to this new awareness? 

What do the actions of the father communicate about God’s compassion for God’s 
lost sons and daughters?

 Luke 15:11-16	 Tuesday January 25, 2011

Luke 15:1-2	 Monday January 24, 2011

Luke 15:25-32	 Thursday January 27, 2011

Luke 15:17-24	 Wednesday January 26, 2011
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