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Stuart Dew Chapter & verse

I asked ten people what the word 
‘prodigal’ brought to mind. Nine 
said the story of the prodigal 
son. And most of them are not 

churchgoers. 
‘Prodigal’ is a word not often used 

in any other context. In my sport 
reporting days, I once referred to a 
striker who missed many goal-scoring 
chances as prodigal. The sports editor 
struck it out, telling me I was writing 
a football report, not a sermon – which 
rather confi rms my point. Prodigal 
is the name by which most of us still 
identify one of Jesus’ most enduringly 
relevant parables, although modern 
Bible translations often call it ‘the lost 
son’. I prefer to call it the parable of the 
penitent son and the forgiving father, 
because that pinpoints its signifi cance. 

A number of things happen in this 
parable that challenge interactions. 
The son makes a big mistake – leaving 
home and blowing his father’s money 
on wine, women and song – but he 
admits he was wrong. How hard some 
of us fi nd that.  

Having confessed to himself, the 
son decides that he needs to go back 
and say sorry to his father. One of the 
people in my random survey said this 
wasn’t real sorrow, it was more what 
my mother would have called cupboard 
love – affection pretended for some 
personal gain. 

Be that as it may, it is the father’s 
forgiveness that I fi nd more compelling. 
This is not a stern ‘Don’t ever do that 
again!’ type of forgiveness. It is a joyful, 
compassionate, proactive forgiveness. If 
only our society could show a little more 
of that.  

I was saddened that the British 
government couldn’t fi nd it in their 

collective hearts to allow back into 
England Shamima Begum – the young 
woman who, at the age of 15, ran off to 
join Islamic State and gave birth to three 
children, who all died. If people had not 
shown forgiveness for some of the bad 
decisions I made when I was 15, my adult 
life would have been very different. 

The father in our story doesn’t only 
accept his son back, he runs and puts his 
arms around him. Young people run with 
ease. Older people fi nd it more effort. 
I said this in a church service, running 
from the preaching lectern down the 
aisle and back. My next sermon point 
was delivered with more breathlessness 
than the illustration required!

If we could do with more forgiveness, 
we also need a greater willingness to 

seek reconciliation. Our warring world 
needs it, and often, in our churches 
and in our personal relationships, we 
need it too. The practical outworking 
of reconciliation, which the verse 
so graphically portrays, makes it 
compelling for me.

Why did Jesus tell this parable? It 
seems to be widely accepted that we 
(humans) are the son, and God is the 
parent who will meet us halfway, if we 
own our shortcomings and want to be 
reconciled. But I think it’s better than 
that. If we even make an approach, 
while we are still a long way off, God 
will come to meet us and embrace us. 
What an offer for anyone wanting to 
come clean about prodigality, or some 
other sin of commission or omission!

Of course, there remains the older 
son who has a bit of a strop. Verse 29 
raises questions for me. Had this older 
son really been forced to work as a slave? 
And why had the father never given him 
a young goat so he could celebrate with 
his friends? Many parents will say, with 
hindsight, that in their efforts to deal 
with a particularly wayward younger 
child, they may have neglected to do 
right by a more compliant older sibling. 

Is the older son’s bitterness there as 
a contrast to the father’s willingness 
to forgive? Did that make him as lost 
as his younger brother? Is he meant 
to represent the Pharisees, who were 
resentful that Jesus was talking to 
people whose past would not stand close 
scrutiny? If we are really honest, do we 
get even a tiny bit jealous, bitter even, 
when newcomers to our churches are 
showered with attention, while we who 
have laboured long and hard, are taken 
for granted?

Gosh, there’s a lot to think about 
in that parable. All good study group 
material. But most of all, there is that 
promise: even though we may be 
spiritually far off, once we show interest 
in having God in our lives, God will be 
ready and on the way to meet us.  

Stuart Dew is a United Reformed 
Church lay preacher

‘This is joyful, proactive 
forgiveness’

‘Why did Jesus tell this parable?
The answer’s better than you think’

Chapter & verse

‘… While he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran 
and put his arms around him and kissed him.’ 

Luke 15:11-32
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Reform
NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Small group study materials, March 2020

Chapter & verse – Stuart Dew (page 21) 
Read Luke 15:11-32, followed by Stuart Dew’s article. 
 
1. The article begins by examining the word ‘prodigal’, and the different titles given to 
describe this parable. After reading it in the Bible, what title would you give this parable? 
Does your title change after reading Stuart’s article?

2. Stuart describes the parable as ‘one of Jesus’ most enduringly relevant’. What relevance 
does it have in your life? Does it remind you of your familial and spiritual relationships?

3. The article’s third and fourth paragraphs discuss the element of confession in Jesus’ 
parable, noting that saying sorry can be hard and complex. Was the son’s apology ‘cupboard 
love’, as Stuart describes? Is there a right way to be, or say, sorry?

4. Referencing Shamima Begum’s case, Stuart argues that society could be more forgiving. 
Who, or what, would you have society forgive? What about the Church? 

5. The article’s seventh paragraph concentrates on the vigour of the father’s welcome, 
running to meet his son. How proactively does your church welcome? What practical steps 
could ensure that more people are as vigorously embraced as the son in this parable?

6. ‘Verse 29 raises questions for me,’ says Stuart in the tenth paragraph, and he explains, 
over two paragraphs, what some of those questions are. Review and discuss those 
questions. 

7. Stuart’s final question addresses those who might feel underappreciated in church. 
Who do you take for granted in your church, and wider life? Are there ways we can better 
appreciate church volunteers? 

For further reflection: ‘You are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love.’ from Nehemiah 9:17
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Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde Chapter & verse

How do we respond to 
challenging situations 
in life? As Jesus and his 
disciples were crossing 

to the other side of the lake, they 
encountered a strong wind that 
brought fear into the lives of the 
disciples. They attempted to prevent 
the boat from sinking but the situation 
just went from bad to worse. 

Where was Jesus when all this 
was taking place? He was right there 
in the boat, sleeping comfortably on 
a cushion. The disciples responded: 
‘Don’t you care that we are about to 
die?’ Note that Jesus did not respond, 
because he knew that his Father was 
in control. Jesus was aware of the 
situation, although he was asleep. 

Believers in the Lord, storms come in 
life for a purpose. Sometimes, God uses 
storms to reveal his greatness to us. 
In fact, God allowed it at this point to 
enable the disciples to have a glimpse 
of Jesus’ infallibility. Jesus could have 
decided not to sail on the stormy sea, to 

avoid exposing the disciples to fear. But 
he didn’t. He allowed them to taste a 
problem. Though Jesus was with them, 
the disciples still doubted – just as we 
do when things go bad.  

Finally, Jesus rebuked the storm, 
and it died down. Then he said to his 
disciples: ‘Why are you frightened? 
Have you still no faith?’

The disciples were afraid because 
their faith in God started evaporating. 
The truth of the matter is that fear 
magnifi es the problem, or storm, but 
faith magnifi es God. The absence of 
faith is fear. 

We need to have faith in God, no 
matter the situation in life. Even in 
this time of Covid-19, let us put God 
fi rst and allow him to be the master 
of our life and the situation. Let Jesus 
be the only focus of our attention, not 
the storm. Let us not allow our minds 

to be occupied with things that would 
distract us from concentrating fully 
on him. Let us learn to sail with Jesus, 
even in times like this. Sometimes your 
greatest blessings come from your most 
negative circumstances. 

Paul writes: ‘Our present troubles 
are small and won’t last very long. Yet 
they produce for us a glory that vastly 
outweighs them and will last forever!’ 
(2 Corinthians 4:17, NLT) Tough times 
don’t last but tough people do! Out of 
your greatest tests come your greatest 
testimonies. 

Don’t make major decisions during a 
storm. Thoughts and feelings often run 
wild in the midst of a crisis; those are 
the times when you need to be careful 
about making decisions. Remain calm, 
discipline yourself to remain focused 
and trust God to do what you can’t. Just 
as a pilot’s error can cause a plane to be 
diverted from its intended destination 
or cause them to make an emergency 
landing, a bad decision can divert or 
delay you from reaching your destiny. 

Our victory is complete in Jesus 
Christ because of the cross. Whatever 
situation we may be passing through 
today, Jesus already fought it for us 
when he said: ‘It is fi nished.’ Let us 
remember the power of these words 
that brought salvation to the world that 
God loves so much. Jesus told us that in 
this world we shall face tribulations but 
we must be of good cheer because he 
have overcome the world (John 16:33). 
Therefore, let us invite Jesus into our 
situation by faith, and allow him to sail 
with us in every storm that we may 
encounter at an individual or corporate 
level. When we do that, we shall surely 
reach to the other side.

May the Lord bless and keep you. 
May the Lord make his face to shine 
upon you and be gracious to you. May 
the Lord turn his face towards you and 
give you peace. 

Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde is 
General Secretary for the United 

Church of Zambia

‘Storms in life come
for a purpose’

‘Let us learn to sail with Jesus, even in 
times like this’

Chapter & verse

‘… He said to them: “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” …’

Mark 4:35-41

Chapter & verse
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Small group study materials, May 2020

Chapter & verse – Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde (page 16) 
Read Mark 4:35-41, followed by Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde’s article. 
 
1. Peggy’s article begins by asking us to reflect on how we respond to challenging situations 
in life. Discuss the following four fear responses: fight (tackling danger), flight (running from 
danger), freeze (being unable to move or act), fawn (trying to compromise or comply with 
the attacker). When you’re afraid, or challenged, do you typically react in any of these ways? 
Do any of these responses remind you of the disciples in this Bible reading?

2. According to Mark’s Gospel, after Jesus calmed the storm, the disciples were ‘filled with 
great awe’. What feelings were you left with about Jesus after reading this passage?

3. In the article’s second paragraph, Peggy argues that Jesus did not respond to the storm 
straight away ‘because he knew that his Father was in control’. How far do you agree with 
this interpretation? In your life, have you felt, or struggled to feel, that God is in control?

4. ‘Storms come in life for a purpose,’ says Peggy in the article’s third paragraph. Is that how 
you see it? Why? 

5. In the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic, how can we ‘put God first and allow him to be the 
master of our life and the situation’, as Peggy suggests in the article’s sixth paragraph? What 
practical steps can we take to strengthen our faith in God at this time?

6. In the seventh paragraph, Peggy references the words of St Paul. Read 2 Corinthians 
4:16-18. Do you draw comfort from these words? Reflect on what brings you comfort during 
difficult times – Bible passages, creeds, prayer, rituals, food. Could what comforts you be 
shared with others? How?

7. Peggy offers advice about how to behave in a time of crisis (‘Don’t make major decisions;’ 
‘Remain calm;’ ‘trust God.’) What advice would you add to hers?

For further reflection: ‘Be strong and bold; have no fear or dread … because it is the Lord 
your God who goes with you; he will not fail you or forsake you.’ Deuteronomy 31:6 
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Prayer:  Father, how unfailing and unquenchable your love is for each one of us in our 
lostness. We thank you for the grace that accepts us and reaches out to us, however far away 
we are, and however little we deserve it. Help us to welcome, forgive and help one another, 
as you welcome, forgive and help us. Amen.
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Stuart Dew Chapter & verse

I asked ten people what the word 
‘prodigal’ brought to mind. Nine 
said the story of the prodigal 
son. And most of them are not 

churchgoers. 
‘Prodigal’ is a word not often used 

in any other context. In my sport 
reporting days, I once referred to a 
striker who missed many goal-scoring 
chances as prodigal. The sports editor 
struck it out, telling me I was writing 
a football report, not a sermon – which 
rather confi rms my point. Prodigal 
is the name by which most of us still 
identify one of Jesus’ most enduringly 
relevant parables, although modern 
Bible translations often call it ‘the lost 
son’. I prefer to call it the parable of the 
penitent son and the forgiving father, 
because that pinpoints its signifi cance. 

A number of things happen in this 
parable that challenge interactions. 
The son makes a big mistake – leaving 
home and blowing his father’s money 
on wine, women and song – but he 
admits he was wrong. How hard some 
of us fi nd that.  

Having confessed to himself, the 
son decides that he needs to go back 
and say sorry to his father. One of the 
people in my random survey said this 
wasn’t real sorrow, it was more what 
my mother would have called cupboard 
love – affection pretended for some 
personal gain. 

Be that as it may, it is the father’s 
forgiveness that I fi nd more compelling. 
This is not a stern ‘Don’t ever do that 
again!’ type of forgiveness. It is a joyful, 
compassionate, proactive forgiveness. If 
only our society could show a little more 
of that.  

I was saddened that the British 
government couldn’t fi nd it in their 

collective hearts to allow back into 
England Shamima Begum – the young 
woman who, at the age of 15, ran off to 
join Islamic State and gave birth to three 
children, who all died. If people had not 
shown forgiveness for some of the bad 
decisions I made when I was 15, my adult 
life would have been very different. 

The father in our story doesn’t only 
accept his son back, he runs and puts his 
arms around him. Young people run with 
ease. Older people fi nd it more effort. 
I said this in a church service, running 
from the preaching lectern down the 
aisle and back. My next sermon point 
was delivered with more breathlessness 
than the illustration required!

If we could do with more forgiveness, 
we also need a greater willingness to 

seek reconciliation. Our warring world 
needs it, and often, in our churches 
and in our personal relationships, we 
need it too. The practical outworking 
of reconciliation, which the verse 
so graphically portrays, makes it 
compelling for me.

Why did Jesus tell this parable? It 
seems to be widely accepted that we 
(humans) are the son, and God is the 
parent who will meet us halfway, if we 
own our shortcomings and want to be 
reconciled. But I think it’s better than 
that. If we even make an approach, 
while we are still a long way off, God 
will come to meet us and embrace us. 
What an offer for anyone wanting to 
come clean about prodigality, or some 
other sin of commission or omission!

Of course, there remains the older 
son who has a bit of a strop. Verse 29 
raises questions for me. Had this older 
son really been forced to work as a slave? 
And why had the father never given him 
a young goat so he could celebrate with 
his friends? Many parents will say, with 
hindsight, that in their efforts to deal 
with a particularly wayward younger 
child, they may have neglected to do 
right by a more compliant older sibling. 

Is the older son’s bitterness there as 
a contrast to the father’s willingness 
to forgive? Did that make him as lost 
as his younger brother? Is he meant 
to represent the Pharisees, who were 
resentful that Jesus was talking to 
people whose past would not stand close 
scrutiny? If we are really honest, do we 
get even a tiny bit jealous, bitter even, 
when newcomers to our churches are 
showered with attention, while we who 
have laboured long and hard, are taken 
for granted?

Gosh, there’s a lot to think about 
in that parable. All good study group 
material. But most of all, there is that 
promise: even though we may be 
spiritually far off, once we show interest 
in having God in our lives, God will be 
ready and on the way to meet us.  

Stuart Dew is a United Reformed 
Church lay preacher

‘This is joyful, proactive 
forgiveness’

‘Why did Jesus tell this parable?
The answer’s better than you think’

Chapter & verse

‘… While he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran 
and put his arms around him and kissed him.’ 

Luke 15:11-32
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To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.

For more Bible study material based on Reform’s articles, God is with us: fresh responses
to the good news is available for £4.99 from the URC shop. Visit bit.ly/urcv18

Prayer: Jesus, who did not stop storms breaking on the disciples but went with them 
through the storm and brought them peace, be with us, we pray. Give us courage and 
strength to face the storms in our lives, and bring us safely through. Amen. 
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Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde Chapter & verse

How do we respond to 
challenging situations 
in life? As Jesus and his 
disciples were crossing 

to the other side of the lake, they 
encountered a strong wind that 
brought fear into the lives of the 
disciples. They attempted to prevent 
the boat from sinking but the situation 
just went from bad to worse. 

Where was Jesus when all this 
was taking place? He was right there 
in the boat, sleeping comfortably on 
a cushion. The disciples responded: 
‘Don’t you care that we are about to 
die?’ Note that Jesus did not respond, 
because he knew that his Father was 
in control. Jesus was aware of the 
situation, although he was asleep. 

Believers in the Lord, storms come in 
life for a purpose. Sometimes, God uses 
storms to reveal his greatness to us. 
In fact, God allowed it at this point to 
enable the disciples to have a glimpse 
of Jesus’ infallibility. Jesus could have 
decided not to sail on the stormy sea, to 

avoid exposing the disciples to fear. But 
he didn’t. He allowed them to taste a 
problem. Though Jesus was with them, 
the disciples still doubted – just as we 
do when things go bad.  

Finally, Jesus rebuked the storm, 
and it died down. Then he said to his 
disciples: ‘Why are you frightened? 
Have you still no faith?’

The disciples were afraid because 
their faith in God started evaporating. 
The truth of the matter is that fear 
magnifi es the problem, or storm, but 
faith magnifi es God. The absence of 
faith is fear. 

We need to have faith in God, no 
matter the situation in life. Even in 
this time of Covid-19, let us put God 
fi rst and allow him to be the master 
of our life and the situation. Let Jesus 
be the only focus of our attention, not 
the storm. Let us not allow our minds 

to be occupied with things that would 
distract us from concentrating fully 
on him. Let us learn to sail with Jesus, 
even in times like this. Sometimes your 
greatest blessings come from your most 
negative circumstances. 

Paul writes: ‘Our present troubles 
are small and won’t last very long. Yet 
they produce for us a glory that vastly 
outweighs them and will last forever!’ 
(2 Corinthians 4:17, NLT) Tough times 
don’t last but tough people do! Out of 
your greatest tests come your greatest 
testimonies. 

Don’t make major decisions during a 
storm. Thoughts and feelings often run 
wild in the midst of a crisis; those are 
the times when you need to be careful 
about making decisions. Remain calm, 
discipline yourself to remain focused 
and trust God to do what you can’t. Just 
as a pilot’s error can cause a plane to be 
diverted from its intended destination 
or cause them to make an emergency 
landing, a bad decision can divert or 
delay you from reaching your destiny. 

Our victory is complete in Jesus 
Christ because of the cross. Whatever 
situation we may be passing through 
today, Jesus already fought it for us 
when he said: ‘It is fi nished.’ Let us 
remember the power of these words 
that brought salvation to the world that 
God loves so much. Jesus told us that in 
this world we shall face tribulations but 
we must be of good cheer because he 
have overcome the world (John 16:33). 
Therefore, let us invite Jesus into our 
situation by faith, and allow him to sail 
with us in every storm that we may 
encounter at an individual or corporate 
level. When we do that, we shall surely 
reach to the other side.

May the Lord bless and keep you. 
May the Lord make his face to shine 
upon you and be gracious to you. May 
the Lord turn his face towards you and 
give you peace. 

Peggy Mulambya-Kabonde is 
General Secretary for the United 

Church of Zambia

‘Storms in life come
for a purpose’

‘Let us learn to sail with Jesus, even in 
times like this’

Chapter & verse

‘… He said to them: “Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith?” …’

Mark 4:35-41

Chapter & verse
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