
THE BIBLE
Luke 15:1-2, 15:11-32; Titus 3:3-6; 

Romans 12:15-16

THE BIG IDEA
Jesus invites you to the party. 
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WHAT? What are we talking about today?

ACTIVITY | Bitterness Taste Test
  Welcome to our final week of Lost and Found! To wrap things up, I thought you could help me 

with something — I “found” a bunch of groceries in my fridge that I’m having trouble identifying. 
Does anyone think they could help?

  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, prepare a table filled with a selection of bitter foods, like 
brewed black tea, artichoke, broccoli, dandelion greens, kale, grapefruit, cocoa, fresh cranberries, 
unsweetened baking chocolate, eggplant, or sesame seeds. Cover the foods with a tablecloth. 
When you’re ready to play, bring one or more students to the front of the room, blindfold them, 
and uncover the foods. You can either do this activity as a demonstration with one student tasting 
each item, or you can make it a game where two students taste the same food and try to guess 
what it is. Tell your participating students they can take a food of their choice to snack on as a 
“reward.” NOTE: Be sure to ask students if they have any food allergies — if they do, skip them 
for this game.

QUESTION | How would you describe the flavor of these foods?
  If you have some experience with any of these foods, how would you describe their flavor?
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to respond until you get to the answer, “bitter.”

VIDEO | Your Favorite “Ew” GIFs
  Some of us probably like the taste of some of these foods, while others can’t stand them. Here’s 
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a fun fact: it’s because of your genes! (No, not your jeans.) About 25% of people have a special 
taste receptor that makes them extra sensitive to the taste of bitter foods.

  If you have that special taste receptor, these bitter foods might result in you making this face . . .
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show at least one of your favorite “ew” GIFs.

QUESTION | Have you ever felt bitter toward someone?
  I’m guessing we’ve all made this face about food before, but “bitter” has another meaning, and 

it has nothing to do with our taste buds. “Bitter” is also a feeling.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Give a few students a chance to briefly respond to each of the following 

questions.
  What does it mean to be bitter?
  What are some reasons a person might become bitter?
  What does bitterness feel like?
  What do you think happens to someone who stays bitter for a long time?
  Do you think you can control whether or not you get bitter?

  To be bitter means to be angry, hurt, or resentful because you think you’ve been treated poorly 
or unfairly. You might be tempted to become bitter when someone . . . 

  Hurts you.
  Gets something you wanted.
  Is liked more, appreciated more, or treated better than you think they deserve.

  Here at church, when we talk about people being “lost,” we’re often talking about people who 
don’t know Jesus. But today we’re going to discover that the people Jesus called “lost” aren’t 
always the people we might expect.

SO WHAT? Why does it matter to God and to us?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � What do you think the difference is between getting mad and getting bitter?
 � What are some reasons why someone might get bitter toward someone else?
  When someone else succeeds or gets celebrated, how do you usually feel? Why 

do you think you react the way you do?

STORY | Talk about a time you felt bitter toward someone.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Tell a personal story (or ask a student or volunteer to tell a story) about a time 

when you became bitter toward someone else. Maybe you had a sibling who seemed to never 
get into trouble or a friend who always seemed more talented or popular than you. Maybe it was 
something more personal, like someone who hurt you and you struggled to forgive them. Or 
maybe you have a story that directly mirrors the story of the lost son, where you became bitter at 

https://giphy.com/search/ew
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someone because, while you tried to make wise choices to please God, they were making unwise 
or sinful choices. Finish your story by focusing on how you felt and how bitterness negatively 
impacted your view of that person, yourself, and God.

  It can be discouraging when you feel like . . . 
  You’re doing everything right, but you’re not getting the recognition you deserve.
  Someone else is doing everything wrong, but they never seem to face consequences.

  It doesn’t seem fair, does it? When we think we’ve been treated unfairly, our feelings of frustration, 
self-pity, and anger can grow over time, until one day we realize we’ve gotten “lost” in our own 
bitterness.

SCRIPTURE | Series Recap
  Throughout this series, we’ve been looking at one chapter of the Bible — just one. 

  This chapter recounts a series of stories Jesus once told about things that were lost 
and then found. Each story communicates a different and important truth.

  These stories aren’t historical stories. They’re parables — stories Jesus made up and 
told in order to teach an important truth.

  Jesus told these stories to the Pharisees — religious leaders who had become 
arrogant, self-righteous, and dismissive of people who they believed were sinful.

  Jesus told this series of stories to help the Pharisees how wrong they were about themselves, 
others, and God. 

  First, Jesus told a story about a lost sheep to show the Pharisees God isn’t angry 
or judgmental when we wander away. Instead, God finds us and carries us lovingly 
back to safety.

  Next, Jesus told a story about a woman and her lost coin to show the Pharisees God 
doesn’t give up on us when we wander away. Instead, God values and keeps looking 
for us.

  After that, Jesus told a story about a son who selfishly left his family and squandered 
his money, but was welcomed home again by his father anyway. We read most of 
that story last week, but we’re not finished with it yet.

ACTIVITY | The Prodigal Son Retold (Luke 15:11-24)
  You probably don’t want to hear me tell this story again. Instead, I thought some of you could 

retell this story for us.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Before your program, reach out to a handful of students who were present 

during Week 3 and enjoy performing in front of a crowd, and ask if they’d like to reenact the story 
of the prodigal son. You’ll need at least three characters (the father and both sons) but they can 
add more if they’d like to include Jesus, the Pharisees, or even the farmer and his pigs. Ask them 
to prepare a performance that is about three minutes long. If you’d like, you can add a surprise 
twist when you call them up to perform the story. At the last minute, have your students choose a 
new genre for their performance (either by voting or random selection), like a soap opera, action 
movie, Western, comedy, or YouTube vlog.
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SCRIPTURE | Luke 15:25-27
  Like we talked about last week, one of the things we can learn from this story is that Jesus 

always welcomes us back, no matter how far we wander from Him.
  I don’t know for sure, but I’m guessing the Pharisees thought this was the end of the story. If I 

were them, I might be thinking, “Okay, Jesus, we get it. God loves everyone and is happy when all 
the lost sheep, coins, and sons come home. Got it. You can stop telling stories now.”

  But Jesus’ story had a twist. You see, Jesus’ goal in telling these stories wasn’t only to help 
the Pharisees be more compassionate about “lost” people. He needed them to see they were 
actually the “lost” ones.

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Luke 15:25-27.

POLL | What do you think the older brother did next?
  This guy’s younger brother had finally come home. Their dad was so excited. He had given his 

youngest son gifts, planned a party, and then asked his other son to help get dinner ready. So 
what do you think the older brother did next?

  INSTRUCTIONS: Give students a few options to vote for, like . . .
  He killed two calves.
  He threw a tantrum.
  He ordered pizza.

SCRIPTURE | Luke 15:28-32
  Let’s see how the older brother responded to his younger brother’s return.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Luke 15:28-32.
  As you can see, the father’s response to the younger brother deeply upset the older brother. 

  He couldn’t believe his little brother came back and was accepted instead of punished.
  He was frustrated that he had done everything right, but no one ever threw a party 

for him.
  He didn’t want to celebrate that his brother was back — he wanted to sulk in the 

unfairness of it all.
  The older brother was bitter. He felt like he’d earned his father’s love and that his rebellious and 

untrustworthy little brother didn’t deserve it. (I’ve felt that way before. Maybe you have too.)
  I don’t think the father in this story asked his oldest son to help with dinner because he didn’t 

notice his bad attitude. I think he asked because he saw how bitter his son was becoming. By 
asking his son to join the party, the father . . . 

  Confronted and exposed his son’s bitterness.
  Gave him a chance to choose a different path.

  Remember, Jesus told these stories in order to teach something important to the Pharisees. 
Yes, He wanted these religious leaders to grow in compassion for people who are “lost” — but 
Jesus also wanted the Pharisees to see how lost they were. 

  Just like the Pharisees, the older brother believed he was doing everything right — on 
the outside, it looked that way. But on the inside, the older brother was judgmental, 
bitter, angry, and selfish.



  Jesus knew the Pharisees would think of the younger brother in this story as the 
“lost” son, but Jesus needed them to see both brothers were actually lost in different 
ways.

  Then the story ends. Jesus never tells us if the older brother decided to join his father’s party or 
if he stayed outside and threw himself a pity party. All we know is that he was invited. 

  That’s the point. Jesus didn’t give the Pharisees an ending because the story was an 
invitation. With this series of stories, Jesus was asking, “Pharisees, what will you do? 
Will you stay outside sulking, or will you join the party?”

  Just like the father in the story, Jesus exposed the Pharisees’ bitterness and then 
gave them a chance to choose a different path.

SCRIPTURE | Titus 3:3-6
  Years after Jesus told this story, Jesus-followers were still letting the truths Jesus shared in this 

story change their hearts. In the book of Titus, the apostle Paul wrote a letter to his friend Titus, 
where he said . . .

  INSTRUCTIONS: Read Titus 3:3-6.
  Here’s what I see in this passage. 

  We are all a mess.
  None of us can earn God’s love, but Jesus came to save us anyway.
  Jesus doesn’t just save us in eternity — He can save us right now from our bitterness, 

hatred, selfishness, and cruelty.
  The Pharisees thought they knew exactly who was lost, but they were so busy judging other 

people that they missed the fact that they were lost too. 
  The father invited his oldest son to join the party.
  Jesus invited the Pharisees to join His party.
  And Jesus invites you to the party too.

NOW WHAT? What does God want us to do about it?

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

  What does Jesus’ story show us about God? What does it show us about ourselves and each 
other?

  Read Romans 12:15-16. What could the older brother and the Pharisees learn from these 
verses? What do you think you still need to learn?

WHERE DO YOU SEE YOURSELF IN THE STORY?
  So where do you see yourself in this story? No matter where you are in your journey of faith right 

now, we all have something important to learn from Jesus.
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  Whether you follow Jesus or not, are you “lost” in bitterness or judgment toward others? And if 
you don’t follow Jesus, do you think you might want to be found by Him?

IMAGE | Choose a Local Sports Rivalry
  For those of us who can identify with the older brother because we’ve been lost in bitterness or 

judgment before, I want to talk to us first.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Show a side-by-side image of two sports rivals relevant to your community.
  Sometimes we make the mistake of thinking life is like a game. If someone else wins, we think 

we lose. But that’s not how life works — and it’s definitely not how God works. 
  When someone else gets noticed, it doesn’t mean no one notices us.
  When someone else gets valued, it doesn’t make us less valuable.
  When someone else gets welcomed, it doesn’t make us unwelcome.
  When someone gets a party thrown for them, it doesn’t mean we’re not worth 

celebrating.
  Remember how we said that, by inviting his son to the party, the father in the story was both 

exposing his bitterness and judgment, and giving him a chance to make a different choice? 
Jesus does the same for us too. Through his parables, Jesus is saying to us: 

  God notices you. God values you. God always welcomes you back.
  And you know that person you’re bitter or judgmental toward? God notices, values, 

and always welcomes them back too.
  So what will you do? Will you stay outside sulking, or will you join the party?

  If you’ve been lost in bitterness or judgment recently, Jesus is inviting you to celebrate His love 
for the person you struggle to celebrate. That’s how you’ll get found again.

DISCUSSION
  INSTRUCTIONS: Break for discussion. If you have more than ten students, split into groups so 

everyone can share. The starred questions are designed for high schoolers, so you may want to 
skip them if you’re working only with middle schoolers.

 � Have you ever seen Jesus-followers be judgmental or bitter toward people 
they considered “sinful”? How do you think this parable would apply to those 
situations?

 � At the beginning of this series, what did you think it meant to be “lost”? Has your 
understanding changed at all in the last few weeks?

  What are some specific ways our group could celebrate when “lost” people get 
“found”?

  What is something you can do this week to celebrate someone you’ve judged or 
been bitter toward?

PRAYER
  Or maybe you don’t identify with the older brother, and you’re not sure you really know the God 

symbolized by the loving father in this story. Maybe you need to be found by Jesus for the very 
first time. If you’ve been spiritually lost, Jesus is inviting you to begin a new journey of faith. He’s 
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asking you to let Him find you.
  INSTRUCTIONS: Close in prayer by praying both for students who would like to know more about 

Jesus and those who need to let go of bitterness.
  Just like the father in this story told his son, when lost people get found, it’s always worth 

celebrating. Today, I hope you’ll choose to celebrate what God has done (and is doing) in others’ 
lives. Because when someone gets found by God, Jesus invites you to the party.

MUSIC | Choose a Party Song
  INSTRUCTIONS: As you close, play or perform an upbeat song of celebration, like “I Gotta 

Feeling” (Black Eyed Peas), “Celebration” (Kool and the Gang), or “Can’t Stop The Feeling” (Justin 
Timberlake). You can also hand out confetti, noisemakers, or glow sticks, if you’re feeling wild!
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