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Come As You Are – The Prodigal
PREFACE 
Think back before the days of demands and deadlines to the days of dreams...What did you want to grow up to be?  How did you want your life to turn out?  In the tenth chapter of the New Testament book of John, Jesus describes himself as the good shepherd and those who follow Him as His sheep.  Regarding that relationship He says:
"My purpose is to give them a rich and satisfying life." (John 10:10b NLT)
Does that describe your life? 
In this New Years series, Aspire, we'll explore what a "rich and satisfying life" looks like.  We'll see that this gift of life comes with grace, acceptance, power for personal transformation and a directive to change the world.  Join us each week in this series as we invite you to dream again — to reach again, grow again – and aspire to that something more that you were created for.
In this study, we will examine the call and directive of Jesus Christ to come through the lens of the Prodigal Son and as we wrestle with the question, “Which son in the story do we look like?”  Let’s find out…
INTRODUCTION

One of the most basic aspirations that we all share is the desire to be accepted for who we are – to be loved unconditionally and embraced as ‘us.’  We aspire to be able to come as we are by others, and perhaps most significantly, by God.  

Use the following questions to get people thinking about the idea of ‘coming as you are.’
· Share a time when you felt out of place or like you didn’t belong?  Maybe you were underdressed or underqualified; perhaps you were a stranger or an outsider because of your position or color.  What was the experience and how did it leave you feeling?
· Share a time when you felt embraced or accepted as you were in spite of the fact that – on the surface – you didn’t fit?  Who was it that embraced you?  What was the setting?  How did it change your perspective?
STUDY THE SCRIPTURES

Jeff talked about the story of the Prodigal Son in his message and how it is commonly considered a story about one son, the Prodigal Son, when in reality it is actually the story of two sons which represent two different approaches in how we relate to God.  Encourage your group to re-read this story through the lens of both sons, using the questions that follow to discuss its implications for us in how we approach God and how He approaches us.
Luke 15:11-32 (NIV)
11Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them.  13Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.  17When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20So he got up and went to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.  21The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.'  22But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate. 
25Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. 26So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 27'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.'  28The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But 

he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'  31'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’"
· Describe the attitudes of each of the characters in the story (the younger brother, the Father and the older brother)?  What do their actions tell us?
Leaders Note: Take a character, one by one, and have the group list off what characteristics or attitudes they see in the story.  For the younger brother, be sure they focus on his heart in verses 16-24.  You can also divide your LifeGroup into smaller groups that each study a character, then have the groups present their results after a few minutes.
· Contrast the differences you see between the two brothers hearts?  
Leaders Note:  After the group answers this question, consider these follow up questions:

· Which brother expresses more humility, the younger or older?

· Which brother is more willing to serve?

· Which brother begins with a sense of entitlement?  Which brother ends with a sense of entitlement?

· What does this story teach us about behavior, i.e. “earning love from the Father?”  Which person in the story is most concerned about our behavior – the Father or the older son?  What does this tell you?
FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use these questions to help your group apply what they have studied.  Try to get your group talking about real life situations with practical, real life application.
1. Jeff mentioned that we often – and wrongly – consider this “our” party when it is, in fact, the Father’s party.  How might we convey this attitude?  What actions portrait this kind of attitude?  (Think about what you’ve seen; what you’ve said or felt; etc.)

2. What are some of the things we do to try to earn God’s love?   How would you go about explaining to someone that there is nothing they can do to earn God’s love?  What would you tell them?
3. How can we avoid becoming like the older brother in the story?  

4. This story presents a very different image of the Father than many of us grew up with.  How can we best express this image of God to a world that views God as distant or judging instead of gracious and loving?  

Going Deeper:  If your group is in need of further study, have your group read Philippians 2:1-11 and wrestle with the following:

· How does this passage relate to the story of the prodigal in Luke 15?

· Describe the attitudes we are called to have by Paul in this passage?  How do these differ than that attitudes we see in the older brother?
FINISHING OUT

As you close, consider these questions – don’t answer them together, just consider where you fall.
· In my relationships with my neighbors, am I more like the Father or the older brother?
· In my attitude towards newcomers at the church, am I more like the Father or the older brother?
· In my expectations on my children, am I more like the Father or the older brother?

· Based on how I treat my spouse, am I more like the Father or the older brother?

Pray for grace as you close – grace to deal with others as God deals with us and grace in creating a welcoming environment whether at home, work or church for those seeking the Father.









[image: image1.jpg]ASPIRE

CURRENT SERMON SER{ES







