
“The Prodigal Son” (part 3)!
Luke 15:11-32!

In the years before the rise of Rome, after centuries of captivity, the Jews finally won their 
freedom from a tyrannical Syrian king named Antiochus Epiphanes, one of the greatest despots 
of the ancient world (1st and 2nd Maccabees).  The belief among the Jews was that God had 
punished Israel by delivering her into the hands of occupying nations for its failure to follow the 
Law of Moses.  Now, with their freedom finally won, some key leaders of the Jews resolved that 
they would never again come under bondage from their rebellion.  They determined they would 
follow God and honor His commandments so that Israel would know His blessings rather than 
His judgment.  In its zeal to observe the commandments, the nation gave birth to several groups 
dedicated to promoting holiness.  At the forefront of this movement was a group that came to be 
known to us as the Pharisees.!

Today, when most of us heard the word ‘Pharisee,’ we automatically associate it with those who 
are hypocritical, self-righteous, and full of pride while looking down on those who are not like 
them.  No one would refer to himself as such!  But in Jesus’ day, being called a ‘Pharisee’ was a 
compliment and worn like a badge of honor.  !

Though we've come to accept the term “pharisee” as a negative term, what is important to keep 
in mind is that they began with noble intentions.  They excelled in everything that we admire 
spiritually.  They were religious and conservative.  They were devoted to separation from all 
hellenistic cultural influences.  They were masters of the biblical text.  They strictly obeyed even 
the most obscure commands, and even made up some of their own rules just in case they were 
leaving something out.  They were paragons of spiritual commitment.  !

Outwardly, the Pharisees had all the appearances of righteousness and love for God.  Inwardly, 
however, they trusted in themselves.  Their zeal for truth and tradition became a trap in which 
they were blinded to their own self-righteousness.!

Jesus sums up the Pharisees with the final character that we are introduced to in the parable of 
the Prodigal Son—the older brother.!

The older brother is a symbol of superficially moral and outwardly religious sinners who thinks 
hypocrisy is the same as righteousness.  His outward religiosity is nothing more than a cover 
up, a mask, and a facade that he hides behind.  He doesn’t see his need for grace.!



Matthew 9:10-13 - “And as Jesus reclined at table in the house, behold, many tax 
collectors and sinners came and were reclining with Jesus and His disciples.  And when 
the Pharisees saw this, they said to His disciples, Why does your teacher eat with tax 
collectors and sinners?  But when He heard it, He said, Those who are well have no need 
of a physician, but those who are sick.  Go and learn what this means, I desire mercy, 
and not sacrifice.  For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”!

The older brother embodies the parable’s main point and brings us back to where the chapter 
begins—the Pharisees who were complaining that Jesus received sinners were far from the 
heart of God in seeking and saving the lost.!

1.  He RESENTS his brother’s homecoming (15:25-28a)!

“Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew to the house, he heard music and 
dancing.  And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant.  And he said to 
him, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf, because he has 
received him back safe and sound.’  But he was angry and refused to go in.”!

The older son was in the field supervising the laborers more than likely.  The family is obviously 
wealthy, and no firstborn son of a wealthy landowner would be getting his hands dirty with 
manual labor or farm work.!

As the day comes to an end and the sun sets, the older brother makes his way back to the 
house when he notices the sound of music and dancing.  He no doubt hears the joyful sound of 
celebration, the sounds of laughing, and shouts of sheer delight.  The smells of roasted meat 
permeate the atmosphere.  There are tables loaded with food.  Guests are coming in and out of 
the house.!

As he nears the house, he calls aside one of the servants to find out what all the commotion is 
about. !

The servant tells the older brother that the father has welcomed home a sinner and is now 
sitting down to eat with him.  This is essentially the same statement that was being made about 
Jesus by the scribes and Pharisees in verses 1-2.  By now they are beginning to connect the 
dots that Jesus is talking about their attitude.!



“Received” - word in Greek is ‘hygiaino’ and is where we get our English word ‘hygene’ from; 
when used in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, it is a translation of the Hebrew word 
‘shalom’ meaning peace and reconciliation  !

You would think that news of his little brother’s homecoming would be welcomed news to the 
older brother.  You would think that he would be overcome by emotion and would run to 
embrace him much in the same way that the father had embraced him.  But this is not the case.!

Jesus says, “He was angry and refused to go in.”!

In your imagination, you can almost see him.  His brow is lowered, his face is flush, his lips are 
curled back in a snarl.  He’s angry and full of resentment toward his little brother and his foolish 
father who is throwing a useless fan fair for someone who most definitely didn’t deserve it.!

When everyone else was rejoicing, he is not able to rejoice.  He’s the only one in the whole 
chapter not rejoicing!  When everyone else is celebrating, he is not able to celebrate.  Why?!

The truth of the matter is that this older son was just as estranged from the father as the 
prodigal had been.  The evidence can be seen at the beginning of the story when he did nothing 
to discourage his brother from taking his part of the inheritance and leaving home.  Nor is there 
any evidence in the story that the older son left the property to go find his wayward brother and 
bring him home.  In fact, that should have been his responsibility.  One author has said, “If he 
had been the least bit interested in his father’s honor, he ought to have done something to 
defend it.”!

The older brother is just as selfish as the prodigal had been, and the irony of it is that he had 
never even left home.  It is obvious that the older brother doesn’t have a relationship with his 
father or with anyone else in the house.  He is just as distant from his father as his younger 
brother had been while in the far country, and he never even left home.!

Compare the older son’s attitude to that of his younger brother:!

• All during the prodigal’s absence, the father continues to endure the agony of rejected love!

• The younger son comes to the end of his resources and decides to return to his father’s 
house and cast himself upon the mercy of his father!

• He starts back and has a plan to work his way back into his father’s graces!



• The father demonstrates unexpected grace!

• With his pride shattered, the younger son surrenders completely and is overwhelmed by his 
father’s embrace!

• The younger son confesses personal unworthiness!

• The father reconciles his son and publicly declares his sonship!

• The younger son accepts his father’s offer in humility and knows it is a gift of grace!

• The younger son accepts the responsibility of sonship with a new heart, and service to his 
father is no longer a means to gain but an opportunity to express gratitude !

• The younger son enters the family and accepts living with his unlovely brother!

The older son has not been to the point of brokenness.  He doesn’t see himself in need of his 
father’s grace.  He considers himself to be superior to his brother.  This attitude explains his 
anger and refusal to enter the celebration.  A person can be just as lost in the house as they can 
be out in the world.  Lostness is determined by one’s distance from the father.!

2.  He RELIES upon his own efforts (15:28b-30)!

“His father came out and entreated him, but he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I 
have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, 
that I might celebrate with my friends.  But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your 
property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’”!

The older brother is full of pride that is just as much disrespectful to the father as the younger 
son’s initial rebellion had been.  By refusing to enter the celebration, he shows contempt for his 
father’s heart.  The father has to come out to where he is rather than the son humbling himself 
and coming to his father.!

“Entreated” - came to him and pleaded with him!

The father makes overtures to his oldest son that are every bit as tenderhearted and gracious 
as the mercy he had shown to his youngest.  When the word reached him that his oldest son 
was puffed up and standing around outside while refusing to come in, the father leaves the 
celebration to go to him.!



John MacArthur - “Having endured the grief of the Prodigal’s rebellion and just barely begun to 
taste the joy of his return and repentance, the father now had to contend with a second defiant 
son.”!

He pleads with his firstborn, which is something that would have been scandalous to those 
listening to Jesus.  Well-respected patriarchs in that culture did not plead with defiant children.  
Those listening would have expected the father to slap his son in the face.  Instead, the father 
reaches out to him in mercy just like had done earlier with the prodigal.!

Rather than being overcome by the grace of his father, he proudly reminds his father of all his 
personal achievements.!

Tim Keller says that the two brothers in the story represent the two basic ways that people try to 
find happiness and fulfillment in life—the way of moral conformity and the way of self-discovery.  
Each is a way of finding personal significance and worth, of diagnosing the problems of the 
world, and determining right from wrong.!

Tim Keller - “The person in the way of moral conformity says, ‘I’m not going to do what I want, 
but what tradition and the community wants me to do.’  The person choosing the way of self-
discovery says, ‘I’m the only one who can decide what is right or wrong for me.  I’m going to live 
as I want to live and find my true self and happiness that way.’”!

The older brother illustrates the way of moral conformity.  In this way, he is a fitting illustration of 
the Pharisees who believed that they could earn and maintain their position with God through 
strict obedience.!

• No expression of humble gratitude!

“Look, these many years I have served you…”!

Notice that he doesn’t begin by referring to his father, but in an arrogant and condescending 
way, he says, “Look,” as if to say, “Here’s how it is, you foolish old man!”  There’s no gratitude 
for his father, no humility in the presence of his father.  And yet everything that this older son 
stood to inherit belonged to his father.!



If it weren’t for his father, this son would have no property.  If it weren’t for his father, this son 
would not have a penny to his name.  If it weren’t for his father, this son would not have even 
been born.!

• No recognition of personal guilt!

“…and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might 
celebrate with my friends.”!

The older brother looks back on his life and is proud of his report card.  In his mind, not one time 
has he ever disobeyed the command of his father.  And yet the irony of it is that as the words 
are escaping his mouth, he is showing contempt for his father.  The bitterness and the animosity 
he is leveling toward his father reveal the true character of his heart.  He doesn’t see himself as 
sinner in need of his father’s forgiveness.  !

In this way, the older brother is a picture of outward conformity with no inward change, religiosity 
with no relationship, and works without faith.  He has self-righteousness, not Savior-
righteousness.  !

• No understanding of divine grace!

“But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed 
the fattened calf for him!”!

The older brother can’t believe that the father has killed the fattened calf for his younger brother.  
After all, he had squandered the father’s property.  Even though the father had forgiven and 
accepted the prodigal, the older brother could not.  He holds the past up over his younger 
brother’s head.  He puts himself above his brother, looking down on him in hypocritical 
condemnation.  Notice that he doesn’t even refer to him as his brother, but as “this son of 
yours.”!

For the record, anyone whom the father has accepted as a son ought to be accepted by me as 
a brother!!

The older brother doesn’t understand divine grace, nor does he see his own need for it.  He is 
righteous in his own eyes.  He is more interested in the father’s stuff than he is the father’s 



heart.  His self-righteousness bubbles over in contempt for his father and hatred toward his 
brother.  He is blind to his own pride.!

The older brother sounds like someone else Jesus talked about:!

Luke 18:9-14 - “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 
were righteous, and treated others with contempt: Two men went up into the the temple 
to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.  The Pharisee, standing by himself, 
prayed thus: God, I thank You that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, 
adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.  
But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat 
his breast, saying, God, be merciful to me, a sinner!  I tell you, this man went down to his 
house justified, rather than the other.  For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, 
but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”!

Spiritual pride is accompanied by three companions:!

• Self-deception!

• Judgmentalism!

• Comparison!

Each of these three unholy companions are characteristic of the older brother.  The point of 
Jesus’ parable is obvious—it is as if the proud Pharisees are looking in a mirror.!

3.  He REJECTS his father’s invitation (15:31-32)!

“And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.  It was fitting to 
celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.’”!

The parable ends in a rather abrupt way, as if there is no conclusion.  We are left hanging.  How 
does the older brother respond?  Does he repent and enter his father’s joy and embrace his 
brother, or does he turn his back on his father and walk away?  !

To find the answer, we need to look at how the Pharisees and the religious leaders of Israel 
responded to Jesus.  They murdered Him.!



The older brother is just as lost as his younger brother had been, and the irony of it all is that he 
never even left home.  Lostness is determined by one’s distance from the father, not the father’s 
stuff.!

It is a sobering thought that a person can be outwardly religious without being inwardly 
righteous.  The entrance exam to heaven is a blood test, not a Scantron.  Those who pass the 
test are those who recognize that they have failed it, and rely upon the merit of Jesus Christ 
alone.!

One of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient world is the beacon light of Alexandria.  Built by the 
Ptolemy II sometime between 280 and 256 B.C., the structure stands nearly 450 feet tall and 
was the first lighthouse to have ever been built.  For centuries, it was one of the tallest man-
made structures in the world, second only to the Great Pyramid.  To oversee the project, 
Ptolemy hired a Greek architect named Sostratos.  Ptolemy’s purpose in building this beacon 
light was that the ships might find their way into the safety of the port.  When the building was 
completed, Sostratos chiseled his own name on a stone that was part of the limestone base.  
He did not want it to be immediately visible, so he covered it with plaster and whitewash.  On 
top of that he inscribed the king’s name with gold letters so that in time when the waves hit the 
plaster, it would wash it away and his own name would appear and be remembered in history.!

This is a fitting illustration of the Pharisees, for Jesus said something similar:!

Matthew 23:27-28 - “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!  For you are like 
whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead 
people’s bones and all uncleanness.  So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, 
but within you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.”!

All of the older brother’s outward devotion was nothing more than a thin veneer of plaster with 
his father’s name on it, only to crumble and reveal his true character later on.  !

This is why Jesus said that unless our righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes 
and Pharisees, we will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  Think of how shocking this must 
have been to those who were listening!  In their minds, there was no one who was more 
righteous than the Pharisees.  But it was all a sham.  Self-righteousness is insufficient.  You and 
I must have Savior-righteousness, the kind that is only given through repentance and faith in the 
finished work of Jesus Christ.


