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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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Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj Chapter & verse

Two years ago, we went through 
a difficult time as a church. It 
brought immense stress on our 
leadership team, and, ironically, 

our oppressors were Christians! During 
this time, a fellow church leader said: 
‘I can’t wait till it’s all finished.’ My 
response was: ‘Problems in our lives are 
inevitable, but how we view and face 
them is the most important thing.’

When I was a new Christian, I used 
to pray for problems to vanish. I naively 
expected an untroubled life. I learnt 
through experience that we frequently 
face different challenges and barriers. 
However, as Christians, we have the 
assurance that we can overcome them 
with God’s grace and peace, which 
transcends all obstacles. 

When challenges come, there are 
three ways we can react. Imagine you are 
walking in a jungle and you encounter 
a lion, what would you do? If you are a 
mighty person, like Samson, you would 
fight! If you can’t fight, you might flee. If 
you are unable to do both, your brain will 
automatically go into freeze mode.

Sometimes we have to confront 
our problems: dangerous addictions, 
temptations, mental struggles that 
confine us or physical challenges, like an 
oncoming attack. Imagine what would 
have happened if David walked away 
from Goliath? Goliath-like people and 
situations will challenge us in life, and 
we may lose heart, like Saul and Israel 
did (1 Samuel 17:11). When challenges 
are overwhelming, fear can come and 
paralyse us. How can we fight? 

Fight like David. He had the 
confidence that God – who helped him 
before, and would always – was going 
to come through for him. When King 
Saul offered David armour, David fought 
with faith as his weapon. He knew 
that victory came from God, not from 
materialistic weapons. 

Fight like Samson, who threw away 
the donkey’s jaw after killing 1,000 
people with it (Judges 15:15). Samson’s 
trust was not on the jaw bone, hence he 
threw it away.

At other times in our lives, fight or 
flight isn’t an option. Joseph was loved 
by his father, hated by his brothers and 
sold as a slave. He ended up in jail for 
a crime he never committed. Joseph 
didn’t fight or run away: God had a plan 
for him – a plan for him to prosper and 
become a blessing.

There are times where we flee. 
Moving away or giving in doesn’t mean 
you are weak. Strong and wise people 
can choose these options to bring peace 
and blessings. When we have God on 
our side, we don’t have to worry about 
losing things and people we always had. 
If God is able to bless us with all we had, 
God is able to give us much more. 

Even though Abram was God’s 
chosen leader, he allowed Lot to set the 
direction, to choose which land they 
were to settle in (Genesis 13:8-10). Abram 
had the confidence that God would bless 
him wherever he went.

Isaac sowed seed that reaped 
100-fold (Genesis 26:12). The Lord 
blessed him, so the Philistines envied 
him. The Philistines asked Isaac to 
leave. He dutifully went away, and dug 
a well for water. The people quarrelled, 
saying that the water was theirs. Isaac 
moved away again, and dug another 
well. Again the people quarrelled, and 
again and he moved. Isaac knew that 
wherever he went, God would provide 
for and bless him.

I have never met a person without 
problems. How do we know what to do 
when we face challenges? Fight? Flee? 
Freeze? Prayer is the answer. The Holy 
Spirit will guide us on how to respond. 

Not every challenge is the same, 
so we need to seek wisdom on how to 
handle each circumstance we face. I 
pray that God will give you the wisdom 
and guidance you need to overcome 
your tribulations. Remember you are 
precious in God’s eyes. God will never 
leave you or forsake you. Amen. 

  
Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj is founder 
of The Life, a Christian outreach 

charity working with Asian communities. 
www.the-life.co.uk

‘Faith was his weapon’

‘How do we know what to do when we 
face challenges?’

Chapter & verse

‘… David said: “The Lord, who saved me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of 
the bear, will save me from the hand of this Philistine.” …’ 

1 Samuel 17

i

Im
ag

e:
 ©

Jo
h

n
 A

u
gu

st
 S

w
an

so
n

/ 
V

an
d

er
b

ilt
 D

iv
in

it
y 

Li
b

ra
ry

Small group study materials, September 2020

Chapter & verse – Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj (page 16) 
Read 1 Samuel 17: 4-50, followed by Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj’s article. 
 
1. The Bible describes Goliath as so intimidating that Israel was ‘dismayed and greatly afraid’ 
when he challenged them. What intimidates you? 

2. Chrishanthy begins her article by saying that she did not expect Christians to cause 
problems, and she ‘expected an untroubled life’ when she became a Christian. How have 
your expectations of the Christian faith, and of communities, met with reality?

3. Chrishanthy asks us to imagine what we might do if we encountered a lion in the jungle: 
fight, flight or freeze? Which response do you think would you choose? Do you respond the 
same way to challenges in your life? What would be your ideal response?

4. In the fifth paragraph of Chrishanthy’s article, she describes how David ‘fought with faith 
as his weapon,’ knowing that ‘victory came from God, not from materialistic weapons’. 
What conflicts in the world today require God’s intervention? Is there a time for actual 
weapons, or should we always look for a more peaceful response?

5. Saul doubts David’s ability to fight Goliath (verse 33). David meets the challenge of 
convincing Saul, before the physical challenge begins. Describe some of the doubts and 
challenges that today’s Christians must overcome in order to begin doing God’s work. How 
can we support one another in facing such challenges? 

6. In her sixth, eighth and ninth paragraphs, Chrishanthy references how other Old 
Testament leaders responded to challenges. Do the situations of Samson, Joseph, Abram 
and Isaac remind you of situations from your own life experience?
 
7. Chrishanthy’s article ends by encouraging prayer for ‘wisdom on how to handle each 
circumstance we face’. What other qualities do we need to face today’s challenges?

For further reflection: ‘We do not wage war according to human standards, for the 
weapons of our warfare are not merely human…’ 2 Corinthians 10:3-4 
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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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Prayer: We thank you, Father, that though we face great challenges in our lives, we never 
face them alone. Give us the strength and grace to face our challenges as your children, 
we pray. Amen. 

16 | September 2020 | Reform

Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj Chapter & verse

Two years ago, we went through 
a difficult time as a church. It 
brought immense stress on our 
leadership team, and, ironically, 

our oppressors were Christians! During 
this time, a fellow church leader said: 
‘I can’t wait till it’s all finished.’ My 
response was: ‘Problems in our lives are 
inevitable, but how we view and face 
them is the most important thing.’

When I was a new Christian, I used 
to pray for problems to vanish. I naively 
expected an untroubled life. I learnt 
through experience that we frequently 
face different challenges and barriers. 
However, as Christians, we have the 
assurance that we can overcome them 
with God’s grace and peace, which 
transcends all obstacles. 

When challenges come, there are 
three ways we can react. Imagine you are 
walking in a jungle and you encounter 
a lion, what would you do? If you are a 
mighty person, like Samson, you would 
fight! If you can’t fight, you might flee. If 
you are unable to do both, your brain will 
automatically go into freeze mode.

Sometimes we have to confront 
our problems: dangerous addictions, 
temptations, mental struggles that 
confine us or physical challenges, like an 
oncoming attack. Imagine what would 
have happened if David walked away 
from Goliath? Goliath-like people and 
situations will challenge us in life, and 
we may lose heart, like Saul and Israel 
did (1 Samuel 17:11). When challenges 
are overwhelming, fear can come and 
paralyse us. How can we fight? 

Fight like David. He had the 
confidence that God – who helped him 
before, and would always – was going 
to come through for him. When King 
Saul offered David armour, David fought 
with faith as his weapon. He knew 
that victory came from God, not from 
materialistic weapons. 

Fight like Samson, who threw away 
the donkey’s jaw after killing 1,000 
people with it (Judges 15:15). Samson’s 
trust was not on the jaw bone, hence he 
threw it away.

At other times in our lives, fight or 
flight isn’t an option. Joseph was loved 
by his father, hated by his brothers and 
sold as a slave. He ended up in jail for 
a crime he never committed. Joseph 
didn’t fight or run away: God had a plan 
for him – a plan for him to prosper and 
become a blessing.

There are times where we flee. 
Moving away or giving in doesn’t mean 
you are weak. Strong and wise people 
can choose these options to bring peace 
and blessings. When we have God on 
our side, we don’t have to worry about 
losing things and people we always had. 
If God is able to bless us with all we had, 
God is able to give us much more. 

Even though Abram was God’s 
chosen leader, he allowed Lot to set the 
direction, to choose which land they 
were to settle in (Genesis 13:8-10). Abram 
had the confidence that God would bless 
him wherever he went.

Isaac sowed seed that reaped 
100-fold (Genesis 26:12). The Lord 
blessed him, so the Philistines envied 
him. The Philistines asked Isaac to 
leave. He dutifully went away, and dug 
a well for water. The people quarrelled, 
saying that the water was theirs. Isaac 
moved away again, and dug another 
well. Again the people quarrelled, and 
again and he moved. Isaac knew that 
wherever he went, God would provide 
for and bless him.

I have never met a person without 
problems. How do we know what to do 
when we face challenges? Fight? Flee? 
Freeze? Prayer is the answer. The Holy 
Spirit will guide us on how to respond. 

Not every challenge is the same, 
so we need to seek wisdom on how to 
handle each circumstance we face. I 
pray that God will give you the wisdom 
and guidance you need to overcome 
your tribulations. Remember you are 
precious in God’s eyes. God will never 
leave you or forsake you. Amen. 

  
Chrishanthy Sathiyaraj is founder 
of The Life, a Christian outreach 

charity working with Asian communities. 
www.the-life.co.uk

‘Faith was his weapon’

‘How do we know what to do when we 
face challenges?’

Chapter & verse

‘… David said: “The Lord, who saved me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of 
the bear, will save me from the hand of this Philistine.” …’ 

1 Samuel 17
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