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“THE ELDER BROTHER”





(Luke 15:25-34)








                          I.  UNGRATEFUL TO HIS FATHER





                              A.  The father’s provision





                              B.  The son’s perversion





                        II.  UNAPPRECIATIVE OF HIS FORTUNE





                              A.  His inheritance





                              B.  His indifference





                       III.  UNHAPPY WITH HIS FATE





                              A.  He did the father’s work with his hands





                              B.  He did not do the father’s will from his heart





                       IV.  UNFORGIVING TOWARD HIS FALLEN FELLOW





                              A.  He didn’t consider his brother





                              B.  He didn’t claim his brother





                              C.  He didn’t communicate with his brother





�
      “THE ELDER BROTHER”





   (Luke 15:24-32)





“Now his elder son was in the field: and as he came and drew nigh to the house, he heard music and dancing.  And he called one of the servants, and asked what these things meant.  And he said unto him, Thy brother is come; and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because he hath received him safe and sound.  And he was angry, and would not go in: therefore came his father out, and entreated him.  And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment; and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: But as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf.  And he said unto him, Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine.  It was meet that we should make merry, and be glad: for this thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is found.”








Luke fifteen could be called “the chapter of lost things.”  There are four lost things in the chapter (not merely three, as most readers think).  There are a lost sheep, a lost coin, and two lost sons in the chapter.  We don’t normally think of the elder brother as lost because he stayed home (however, we must remember that the lost coin in verses 8-10 was lost in the house).  But the one thing that we don’t normally consider to be lost was, in fact, so lost that when the story is concluded, he is the only one who remains lost.





A reader of the great four-part parable (verse 3) in Luke fifteen might well wish that the long parable had ended with the prodigal boy’s return and the banquet that celebrated that return. The words, “And they began to be merry,” would have provided a quite pleasing conclusion.  The additional story of the elder brother bathes the entire parable in an atmosphere of gloom and leaves that atmosphere hanging around the heart of the reader.  However, the elder brother is the actual reason for telling the parable to begin with.  The key to the interpretation of the entire chapter is found in the first two verses, “Then drew near unto him all the publicans and sinners for to hear him.  And the Pharisees and scribes murmured, saying, This man receiveth sinners, and eateth with them.”  The long parable begins at verse three, and verse three opens with the word “and,” which connects the parable closely with those first two verses.  The “publicans and sinners” of verse one could well be represented by the first three lost things, but the “Pharisees and scribes of verse two are unquestionably represented by the fourth “lost thing” in the story, the elder brother.  So the story was provoked by the murmuring of the Pharisees and scribes against Jesus because of the gracious reception He gave the publicans and sinners.  If the account of the elder brother had been omitted, the story would have failed to fulfill its purpose.





�
When you look at the profile of the elder brother presented in the story, you can understand and appreciate the petition of the little boy who prayed, “Lord, make all the bad people good, and make all the good people nice.”  It really was fortunate that the elder brother was in the field when the prodigal returned, so that he encountered his father first.  If he had met his brother first, he might have been tempted to return to the far country and his riotous living!  





You see, the elder brother was also a lost son.  He was living in the spirit of the far country, even if he had not made the long trip!  He was as far from his father’s heart as the younger son was from his father’s house.  Distance is the least among the things that separate us from God and from one another.  We can eat at the same table with our brothers, and sit in the same pew, and still be continents apart in attitude and spirit.





Years ago, I read a book that had in it chapters entitled, “The Publican In Us,” “The Prostitute In Us,” “The Prodigal In Us,” and “The Pharisee (Elder Brother) In Us.”  In the fullest and most terrible sense, every human being has all four of these people in him.  When I look inside of myself in an honest moment, I can detect all four of these sinners.  And the ugliest one of the bunch is the elder brother!  My intolerance of others is intolerable!  My judgmental spirit needs to be judged and cast out!





It is interesting that while the prodigals sometimes have a difficult time getting into our churches, the elder brothers are frequently elected to our official boards and committees, and (I speak from experience) often occupy the pulpits of our churches!





The tragedy of the elder brother was that he had no adequate and honest sense of personal sin, no uneasy stirring of conscience, and no desperation of soul.  He assumed the inferiority of his brother, and thus, he necessarily assumed his own superiority.  But here are some basic questions: What produces elder brothers?  What makes highly privileged saints turn into elder brothers?  Why does the elder brother lurk so near to the surface all the time in each of us?  What traits, if unchecked, will always turn the saints of God into elder brothers? 





I.  UNGRATEFUL TO HIS FATHER





First, it must be noted that, though he stayed at home and resided in his father’s house, he had hidden within him a heart that was ungrateful to his father.  In stead of being grateful for what he had, he was ungrateful for what he didn’t have.  So ingratitude is the first producer of the kind of people who have the attitude of the elder brother.  





Note how this man treated his father.  In verse 29, he spoke to his father without the courtesy of even addressing him.  This affront was unheard of in the Middle East, and is surely intentional in the story as a symptom of the boy’s heart.  Also, the boy forced the father to come outside the house if they were to talk.  This is a sulking way to control his father and register his protest against his younger brother.  When the father and the elder brother did talk, the elder brother expressed a doubt of his father’s generosity: “Lo, these many years            .”  He treated his father like a mere employer — and he was very proud of the service he had rendered to his father.





�
In contrast, note how the father treated him.  Verse 28 says, “His father came out and entreated him.”  Remember, this is a patriarchal society!  The father’s prerogative was to command, not to reason with a protesting son.  





It is evident that this son was not thankful to his father for any of the things the father had provided for him.  Thankfulness is an antidote for any dispositional, negative sin.  But this boy was not thankful.  Sooner or later, the attitude of ingratitude to the Father will make any Christian insensitive to his brothers or sisters — and he will become an elder brother.





Years ago, a fine pastor who is a friend of mine said to me, “Herb, I fear that Southern Baptists have become the elder brother!”  May God have mercy upon me — and upon us!  While daily loaded with God’s benefits (Psalm 68:19), while buried under an avalanche of His blessings, we can be so ungrateful that we reveal all the symptoms of the elder brother!





II.  UNAPPRECIATIVE OF HIS FORTUNE





Second, this man built an “elder brother disposition” by being unappreciative of his fortune.


In verse 29, he said to his father, “Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment; and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends.”  The father answered (verse 31), “Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine.” 


 


Since this boy was the elder of two sons, he would inherit two-thirds of his father’s estate when the father died.  And he had access to all of the estate while the father lived.  So he could negotiate a large fortune.





The same is true of every Christian.  Whether the saints “cash in” on their treasure or not, each saint is fabulously rich.  Romans 8:17 says that the Christian is “an heir of God, and a joint-heir with Christ.”  Ephesians 1:3 says that “God has already blessed us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ.”  Romans 8:32 says, “If God spared not His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him freely give us all things?”  In other words, if God gave us the Big Blessing when He gave us Jesus, can He not be counted on to give us all lesser blessings as well?  If He gave us the Great Gift, surely He will give us the wrapping paper and ribbon as well.  I Timothy 7:17 says, “God has given us richly all things to enjoy.”  And I Corinthians 3:21-23 says, “All things are yours . . . all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.”  That is, if you truly belong to Christ, all things truly belong to you.





�
Years ago, I happened upon a copy of one volume of Macauley’s Essays on British History in a used book store.  One illustration made the difficult reading worthwhile.  In the essay entitled “Lord Clive” (the British-appointed prime minister of India when India was a British colony), the account is give of the accusation against Clive of embezzling a fabulous fortune from the princes of India.  The account tells of his indictment and his return to India and the trial he faced there.  During the trial, Clive both testified and defended himself.  Macauley  wrote, “Clive was subjected to the most unsparing examination and cross-examination.”  Macaulay also expressed this opinion about Clive, “The boldness and ingeniousness of his replies would alone suffice to show how alien from his nature were the frauds to which, in the course of his eastern negotiations, he had sometimes descended.”  Then the book brilliantly records Clive’s defense.  “He admitted that he had received immense sums from the princes, but he denied that, in doing so, he had violated any obligation of morality or honor.  He described in vivid language the situation in which his victory had placed him; great princes were dependent on his pleasure; wealthy bankers were bidding against each other for his smiles.  The treasure coffers of India were thrown wide open, and ‘I was invited to help myself, to take as much as I wanted.  Vaults piled with gold and jewels were thrown open to me alone.  Is it possible that I only took 200,000 pounds?  Great God, Mr. Chairman, at this moment I stand before you astonished at my own moderation!  I am amazed that I took so little!’”  





The elder brother belittled his fortune by being unappreciative of it, and so do we.  The Bible gives a classic illustration of this sin in the story of King Ahab and Naboth’s vineyard.  You will recall that the small landholder Naboth stood firm in the face of the King’s demand that he sell the property to the King.  “I will not give thee my vineyard,” he said, and this refusal provoked both depression and anger in the King’s heart.  When Jezebel, Ahab’s queen, found him sulking like a child and learned the reason for his behavior, she chided him with the words, “Dost thou now govern the Kingdom of Israel?” (I Kings 21:6, 7).  She meant that Ahab had the right as king to commandeer Naboth’s vineyard as he wished, but here words contain an unconscious irony: Why all this fuss over a mere vineyard when you have a whole kingdom that is yours?  That story and the similar story of the elder brother reveal how desperately easy it is for the soul with a grievance to lose all sense of proportion.  Instead of appreciation, we are easily filled with apprehension because of the wrong treatment we think we have received.  The elder brother was hacked off about a baby goat (or at lease so he said); what would you or I need before we would behave ourselves like grown-up, mature Christians, instead of spiritual babies?  As we so often are, this boy was unappreciative of his large fortune, and so he declined into protest and provides for us today the classic profile of “an elder brother” believer.  





III.  UNHAPPY WITH HIS FATE





Third, this boy became a dispirited, aggravated, negative elder brother because he was unhappy with his fate.  Though he had every advantage and should have been a joyful participant both in the work of the estate and in the welcome-home party for his younger brother, instead he was a sour son because he was discontented over the treatment he was receiving in his father’s house.  In short, though he was diligent and obedient, he was not radiant.  He had no joy, no contentment, no buoyancy, no enthusiasm.  As Mark Twain said about such a person, “He was a good man in the worst sense of the word.”





�
This elder brother proves that it is possible to do the Father’s work without doing the Father’s will.  He was doing the job because he had to, not because he got to.  His motto was not, “I get to do it,” but rather, “I’ve got to do it.”  He had a “hidden agenda” beneath the surface of his life.  He is typical of multitudes of workers in all fields who go through the motions, do their work, pay their bills, raise their families — but always with a “hidden agenda.”  The Biblical goal for Christian service is stated in Ephesians 6:;6, “Doing the will of God from the heart; with good will doing service, as to the Lord, and not to man.”  I was driving home from a series of meetings in the Carolinas and heard a song on a Christian country music station which had this key line, “Lord, please let me do your will so I won’t get in your way.”  The elder brother looked like he was doing his father’s will, but his attitude finally proved that he was actually getting in his father’s way.  And one of the reasons was that he was unhappy with his fate.





IV.  UNFORGIVING TOWARD HIS FALLEN FELLOW





Finally, this man created the Biblical profile of an “elder brother” by being unforgiving toward his fallen fellow.  Verses 27-30 record this exchange: “And he (one of the household servants) said unto him (the elder brother), Thy brother is come; and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because he hath received him safe and sound.  And he was angry, and would not go in: therefore came his father out, and entreated him.  And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment; and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: But as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf.”





What was it that convinced the younger son to go home?  It was the generosity of the father!  In verses 17 and 18, we read his sensible soliloquy: “And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!  I will arise and go to my father.”  Romans 2:4 asks, “Do you despise the riches of God’s goodness and forebearance and longsuffering; not knowing that the goodness of God leaders you to repentance?”  The elder brother had been the constant recipient of his father’s goodness, but he had only been further hardened by it.  The younger son, on the other hand, was reminded of his father’s goodness and forebearance and longsuffering while in the degradation of the far country, and he was attracted by it.  The love that melted the heart of the younger brother hardened the heart of the elder brother.





It is tragic that the welcome-home party for the younger son was already in progress when the elder brother found out about it.  This suggests how far removed he really was from the sentiment and sensitivity of the father’s heart.





Note the sad progression.  First, the elder brother didn’t consider his brother.  He had never interceded for him while he was in the far country, nor had he made any move whatever to get him back home again.





My wife and I have just finished reading the child’s classic boy-and-dog story entitle Shiloh.  It is another of those child’s classics that should be read and discussed in adult group because of its ethical issues.  The book contains these two revealing paragraphs.  





“‘You know, Marty,’ Ma said, ‘Dara Lynn don’t know who ate the ear off her candy rabbit and I don’t know who did it, but Jesus knows.  And right this very minute Jesus is looking down with the saddest eyes on the person who ate that chocolate.  The Bible says that the worst thing that can ever possibly happen to us is to be separated forever from God’s love.  I hope you’ll keep that in mind.’





�
“I just swallowed and didn’t say anything.  But before I went to bed, when Ma asked me again about that rabbit, I gulped and said yes, and she made me get down on my knees and ask God’s forgiveness, which wasn’t so bad.  I honestly felt better afterward.  But then she said that Jesus wanted me to go in the next room and tell Dara Lynn what I’d done, and Dara Lynn had a fit all over again.  Threw a box of Crayolas at me and could have broke my nose.  Called me a rotten, greedy pig.  If that made Jesus sad, Ma never said.”





In this case, it is the “elder sister” spirit that is expressed.  And though the obvious wrong (like that of the prodigal son) is recognized and condemned, the sin of the “elder sister” (as is often sadly true) is ignored.  Like the elder brother of Luke 15, Dara Lynn did not give proper consideration to her brother in the time of his moral “homecoming.”  





Second, he didn’t claim his brother.  In verse 30, he sarcastically called him “this thy son” when addressing his father, instead of calling him “my brother.”  How tragic it is when one natural brother in a family cannot acknowledge another.  And how tragic it is when a Christian brother cannot acknowledge another brother in the same spiritual family.  There is great power in the loving acknowledgment of a brother.   





But what an incredibly powerful force is released into human life when a holy and loving person calls a conspicuous sinner, “My Brother!”  One of the great stories from the legendary life of Francis of Assissi concerned a moment on a country road when Francis was traveling by horseback.  He came upon a leper beside the road.  The leper called out, “Please, sir, could you give me a gift?”  Francis reigned in his horse, turned back, dismounted beside the beggar, embraced and kissed him and said, “I’m sorry, brother, but I have nothing to give you.”  The beggar replied, “Oh, but sir, you have given me the greatest gift of all!”  Francis replied, “The greatest gift of all? Why, man, I have given you nothing.”  “Oh, but you have, sir.  You gave me the greatest gift of all — you called me Brother!”





But note that entrenched self-righteousness cannot give such a gift; settled self-righteousness cannot make such an admission.  The elder brother did not claim his own brother.  He cynically spoke of him to his father as “this thy son” instead of “this my brother.”





Third, he didn’t communicate with his brother.  He didn’t offer a word or a gesture of welcome, but only isolated himself in sulking protest.  His sentiment was, “He will have to apologize to me before I will acknowledge him.”  What a strange twist!  In the perverted heart of this self-righteous prig, his brother’s sin, repentance and restoration were all just one big affront to him personally!  Like Shylock in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, he was so offended that he demanded his “pound of flesh” before his grievance could be appeased.





How much time do Christians waste in building walls when they could be building bridges?  And those walls are so quickly set in cement!





�
Turn to Galatians 5:22-23 and read the list of “the fruit of the Spirit.”  “Love, joy, peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and temperance.”  Note that the elder brother lacked all nine characteristics.  But what about me?  What about you?  How lacking am I, or how full am I, of the fruit of the Spirit?  Someone wisely said, “You will never recommend the Bread of Life to anyone else if you look as if that food disagrees with you.”  The elder brother is the prototype of the “sour saint” who is so self-centered that he can only grieve over his supposed mistreatment.  He can’t even celebrate the providence that has drowned him with blessings, let alone the gracious restoration of a misspent brother. 





My all-time favorite novel is Les Miserables, written by the great French writer, Victor Hugo.  In substance, the novel is overtly Christian, though heavily colored by Roman Catholic theology.  I have seen several movie versions of the great work, and each tells the story in a moving way.  However, my favorite version is the video of the musical done in Royal Albert Hall in London.  Though it omits some “lesser parts” of the story, it vividly portrays the great struggle between law (represented by constable Javert) and grace (pictured in the Bishop and in the conversion and noble life of Jean Valjean, the transformed ex-convict).  The musical vividly pictures (as does the movie) the conversion of Jean Valjean under the impact of the Bishop’s mercy and grace.  In Jean Valjean’s soliloquy of self-examination and repentance, he sings,





“What have I done?  Sweet Jesus, what have I done?


 Become a thief in the night!  Become a dog on the run.


 And have I fallen so far, And is the hour so late?


 My life was a war that could never be won.


�
 They gave me a number and murdered Valjean


 When they chained me and left me for dead


 Just for stealing for a starving child a mouthful of bread.


 Yet why did I allow this man To touch my soul and teach me love?


 He treated me like any other.  He gave me his trust, he called me Brother!


 My life he claims for God above.  Can these things be?”





The climax of his conversion is reached when he adds:





“I’ll escape now from the world, From the world of Jean Valjean.


  Jean Valjean is nothing now, Another story must begin.”





You can easily locate yourself in that story and in the story told by Jesus in Luke 15.  At this very moment, you may be Jean Valjean, the sinner before conversion.  Or you may be Jean Valjean, the saint just after conversion (and still engulfed in the battle between flesh and Spirit).  Or you may be becoming Jean Valjean, the saintly servant who is ever growing in grace and kindly serving others. Or you may be more like Constable Javert, the self-righteous man who can never adjust to the grace-life of the new-born Christian, but always remembers only the sin-life of the individual before he met Christ.  But the entire secret of life is in the realization that Jesus became the Brother of all men through his incarnation, saves those who will repent and trust Him and calls them “Brother” through their new birth, and even offers the same possibilities to the Elder Brothers of life!  Friend, look at your Big Brother, Jesus, leave behind your “Elder Brother self,” and enter the most Blessed Brotherhood ever known to man.  “He gave me His trust; He called me Brother.”  Can I do less for others than He has done for me?  





If you are without Christ, hear again the words of Jean Valjean:  “My old life is nothing now; a new story must begin.”  You can have a brand new life, a brand new heart, a brand new beginning!  How?  Turn from your self-trust and your sins, receive Jesus Christ and trust Him to come into your life, forgive your sins, give you the gift of eternal life, and change you into the true brother you were meant to be.     
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