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In 2012 a tourist went missing from an Icelandic bus tour. A frantic search was organized with more than 50 rescuers on 

foot and by air looking for this one woman who’d gotten separated from her tour group. After several hours of searching, 

it dawned on them that the woman they were looking for had been with them all along. She’d simply changed clothes. 

When she returned to the bus in a different outfit, others in her tour group didn’t recognize her. They’d called the 

authorities, given a description of the woman, and began to search for her. In fact, the woman herself had joined in the 

search. Later, the police chief said the woman simply didn’t recognize the description of herself, and “had no idea that 

she was missing.” That’s what we want to talk about today…someone who’s lost and doesn’t even know it.  

  Jesus begins one of His most familiar parables with, “There was a man who had two sons…” The typical focus when 

studying The Parable of the Prodigal Son is on the one son – the Prodigal but Jesus’ story doesn’t end with the return of 

the prodigal. Half of the story is about the older son. Both sons are alienated from their father. Both assault the unity of 

the family.  

  The younger son is  “lost” and it’s easy to see. He shames his father, ruins the family name, sleeps around. It’s obvious 

that he’s someone spiritually lost. Jesus’ point though is that the older son is lost too. He’s like our tourist who was lost 

and didn’t know it. The older brother is lost but since he’s lost at home, he’s oblivious to it.   

  And that’s our problem, too. Scripture describes us as spiritually lost and separated from God, but we fail to recognize 

ourselves in the description. Like the older son, we have no idea that we’re lost. While most of us see ourselves in the 

prodigal son, we miss that we’re also the older brother.  

  The older brother is Jesus’ main point. Before He gave this parable, Luke 15:1-2 sets the stage: “Now the tax collectors 

and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, ‘This man 

receives sinners and eats with them’.” We don’t like to think of ourselves as the bad guys of the gospels, the Pharisees, 

BUT we are. 

  This morning to bring us all up to speed, we’ll start with verse 11. Because this is so familiar to us, I’m reading from 

The Message. Feel free to follow along in your Bible as we focus on When the Religious Right is Wrong.  

  The younger brother left and went to the far country. But the older brother was already in the far country…in his own 

heart.  

  So, who’s the older brother today? He’s the guy who goes to church every Sunday. He gives both time and money. 

She’s the first one there and the last one to leave. Her family sits in the row beside her. He reads his Bible every day. She 

prays for her family and others. He’s a great worker, a great neighbor, a pillar of society. She’s a good person. She’s nice 

and never gossips. He never loses his temper. They’re good people, but they’re lost.  

  Self-righteousness is one of the most enticing sins. Tax collectors and the prodigal were guilty of sins of the flesh. 

Pharisees and the older brother were guilty of the sins of the spirit. While there are some prodigals here this morning, 

more likely, you’re an older brother. That’s our bigger issue.    

  Do you need this message? Are you self-righteous? Let’s take a quiz. Be honest and ask yourself these questions: Do I 

have a critical spirit? Do I find it easy to condemn others? Do most of my friends tend to be critical people? Do I 

rationalize that I’m just being discerning? Do I easily question other people’s faith? Do I rarely share a personal 

weakness, even with those close to me? Do I have a hard time relating to those who “don’t get it?” Do I think the world 

would be a better place if everyone was like me? Do I rarely say “I’m sorry” and get very defensive when I’m 

challenged? Do I go to church because I’m supposed to, not because I really need it? Do I have a hard time with 

patience? Compassion? Do I repel others, especially my family?   

  The older brother gives us a shocking new understanding of lostness. He’s been working all day and comes in from the 

field. He’s tired. He just wants to sit down and eat supper. As he got near the house, he hears music. Maybe he saw 

people dancing in the courtyard. He shakes his head, wondering what’s going on. Rather than going in the house to find 

out, he calls over a servant and asks him. The servant explains that his prodigal brother came home. His Dad was so 

excited, he threw a party for the entire village. There’s a big barbecue out back for everyone because he killed the 

fattened calf. 

  When the older son heard this, he’s fuming. He refuses to go in the house. Dad learns he’s outside, comes out and tries 

to reason with him. He can’t hardly get a word in. The older son reads him the riot act, telling him what a lousy Dad he 

is. He points out that he’s always been a hard worker, but Dad never threw a party for him. But as soon as his no good 

brother comes home, Dad pulls out his American Express and throws a big bash to celebrate.    

  What’s he really saying? “I’m not like the prodigal. I don’t need anyone’s forgiveness. I’ve never done anything wrong. 

But Dad, you have. You accepted someone into our family that you should have been ashamed of.” 



  Here’s the shocker! In spite of his yelling at his Dad, and his vile attitude, his father graciously expresses selfless love 

toward him, the same way that he had to the younger son. He reaches out in compassion to his self-righteous son the 

same way that he’d extended a hand of mercy to the rebel. He reminded him, “You’ve always been here. I’ve always 

been glad to have you. Everything I have belongs to you. Celebrating because your lost brother came home is the right 

thing to do. We thought he was dead, but found out he’s alive. He was lost, but now he’s found.” 

  What’s Jesus saying? What must we learn here? If you’re taking notes… 

1.The right are wrong when they’re out of touch with God’s plan. I stumbled on this picture recently. Looks like 

some Christians that I know. They sing about “joy,” but rarely show it (picture).  

  Do you know someone like this? Maybe you’re planning a party and it’s always an argument with your spouse. One of 

you is overly merciful. One of you doesn’t want to invite the “party pooper.” Do you know what’s really sad? Most lost 

people think that Christians are party poopers.   

  This older son has no intention of going into the party. He publicly snubs his gracious and generous father. The words 

of the servant are a sermon that he plugs his ears too, ‘Your brother has come…your father has killed the fattened 

calf…he’s received him back safe and sound’.” He correctly identified the reason for rejoicing. Not that the prodigal 

came home, BUT that the father had received his son again as his son.  

  Personally, I think he knew exactly what was going on as he approached the house. For months, he’d been telling his 

Dad – “Dad, he’s not coming back. Stop going up to the roof and looking. You’re too old. You’re going to slip and get 

hurt.” His nightmare just became a reality. His loser baby brother came home. It’s a good thing that he hadn’t been 

home. He’d have set the dogs on him, called the police and filed a restraining order. The older brother is what the little 

fellow had in mind when he prayed, “Dear God, make all the bad people good and all the good people nice.” Or, as 

Mark Twain (picture) quipped, “He was a ‘good man’ in the worst sense of the word.”   

  His heart is totally out of sync with his Dad’s. He’s angry the prodigal came home. He’d have been happier with a death 

notification. He refers to him as “this son of yours,” not “my brother.” He cares about the farm, not the family. Rather 

than sharing his father’s gracious heart and compassion for others, his life is one huge selfie.  

  He thinks he’s the good son yet he’s as much of a lawbreaker as the Prodigal. What did Jesus say are the two greatest 

commandments? Love God with all of your heart and love others. The older brother broke both. He didn’t love God 

(represented by his father in the story) and didn’t love his brother. He wouldn’t forgive his brother who had repented and 

he wouldn’t forgive his Dad because Dad had graciously forgiven his prodigal brother.   

  Do you love God? Do you love others? How do you know if you love God and others? It’s fairly simple. You give and 

you serve. Show me your checkbook. Show me your calendar and we’ll know who you love.  

  If you love God, you give. If you love others, you serve. Too many of us are older brothers, stingy with money and 

time. When we’re out of fellowship with God and can’t be in fellowship with our brothers and sisters. Conversely, if we 

harbor an unforgiving attitude toward others, we can’t be in fellowship with God.  

  There’s nothing worse than a miserable Christian. Not only are they miserable, they’re not content until the whole 

world is miserable along with them. Charles Swindoll (picture) calls them “grace stealers.”  

  Do you remember the catechism? What’s the chief end of man? “To glorify God and enjoy Him!” God wants to be 

enjoyed! His plan should thrill us. Older brothers want nothing to do with the “enjoy” of God or His plan.  

 

2. The right are wrong when they’re angry that God is merciful, “But he was angry and refused to go in. His father 

came out and entreated him.” If it wasn’t in the text, it’d be unbelievable. He’s angry his brother repented and came 

home, that his Dad welcomed him home and they’re celebrating.  

  My son, Aaron, and his new wife, Jiayu, are coming home in November. We’re having a big party! You’re all invited! 

Now Aaron isn’t a prodigal, but can you imagine Charity or Ben angry that Aaron is coming home? But the older 

brother is incensed. The Greek word for angry is orge it means he flew into a rage. He’s having a temper tantrum.  

  How do older brothers in the church get this way? We forget that we too once were all prodigals. As time passes, we 

begin to imagine we’re the “good people” because we’ve avoided the sins of passion. We forget where we came from 

and too easily become critical, judgmental and unloving.   

  Do you know what’s most amazing? The Dad who ran to meet the prodigal, leaves his place as host of the banquet, 

hurries out and begs his “good” son to come join the party. Isn’t that sadly what most parents do? We try to reason with 

our unreasonable child. We want them to be part of the celebration.  

  Kevin Jones shares that some time ago he attended a 50th wedding celebration. This special couple had lived a great 

life, raised seven children and were blessed to enjoy 50 wonderful years of marriage. Their friends and family gathered 

together to honor this momentous occasion. There was music, food, fellowship and a vow renewal. But as good as things 

were, there was a problem. Someone was missing! Of their 7 children, only 6 were present. One son refused to attend. It 

wasn’t because he had a problem with his parents. Many years earlier he’d had a falling out with one of his sisters. So, he 



selfishly stayed away because he refused to be in the same place with that sister he was so angry with. It was very 

difficult for the parents. Though they had a great time, their 50-year anniversary had a cloud over it because their adult 

son decided to act like a big baby. 

  It’s sad how one party pooper can poison an entire crowd. It’s always a mystery – God is working, lost folk are coming 

and getting saved, backslidden Christians are doing business with God. But seemingly there’s always one or two who are 

ticked off about something. It may be a song or something the pastor said. They come every week but as Adrian Rogers 

(picture) used to say, “they just sit, soak and sour.”  

  This son is angry with Dad because he believes Dad owes him. Are you bitter today because you believe God owes 

you? All bitterness is ultimately toward God. If you’re bitter at your parents, who gave them to you? Who allowed the 

pain that you have in your life? Who gave you the job you have? Be honest about who your target is – all bitterness is 

ultimately toward God. 

  Mark it down. Someone who has a chronic anger issue often has a guilt problem. There is sin that they’re not dealing 

with so they act out. God did not design us to deal with guilt. If you don’t deal with it, you have to act out. You have to 

turn the focus outward, or you’ll go crazy. 

  Anger is the number one problem with the Church today. Some of you stay in a constant state of ticked off. You’re 

mad at liberals, gays, the media, your boss…someone. The older brother is angry that God is merciful.  

 

3. The right are wrong when they do the right thing for the wrong reason, “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!’” While the prodigal was far from his father because of sins of passion, the older brother 

was separated from the father through sins of attitude. He’s as far away as the prodigal, but never left the family farm. 

  His words are extremely rude. He yells, “Look!” In a culture known for deference, his behavior is outrageous. He 

publicly shames his Dad.  

  Satan’s biggest lie that sends more to Hell than any other is that a relationship with God comes from doing. A Barna 

poll found that most Americans believe that the Christian life is just trying to do what God commands. 82% were in 

general agreement that doing the right thing is what the Christian life is all about. That’s not what Scripture teaches!  

  Christianity isn’t performance-based. Salvation is only because of God’s grace. Jesus has done everything already on 

the cross. The Christian life is a relationship, not a long list of rules. It’s about being not doing. This elder brother is all 

rules, rather than a relationship with his Dad. That’s because… 

  He served as a slave rather than giving as a son. The prodigal was going to beg to be a slave. The older son 

exaggerates his situation that he’s just a slave. He’s a hard worker, but it’s out of duty not love. Slaves serve out of a fear 

of consequences. God wants our hearts, not empty obedience. He’s no better than the prodigal. Both wanted Dad’s 

wealth, not a relationship.  

  He also gripes that Dad had never even given him an old goat for a party with his friends, but the prodigal gets the 

fattened calf. From a human perspective, he has a valid point. It’s an injustice. Those who live by the rules should be 

rewarded. Don’t we believe that? Prodigals are punished; faithful sons rewarded. The problem is that we’re all prodigals.  

  Wonderfully, God is a God of grace. God poured out His wrath and justice on Jesus. We receive His grace and mercy. 

The older son missed the fact that even though he was the “good” kid, he’s still dependent on God’s grace. We’re like 

the elder brother when we believe we deserve God’s blessing. The older brother needed the mercy and grace of his father 

as much as the prodigal. With the elder brother, it’s about saving face, not saving grace.  

  Think about it in terms of an inheritance. It may not seem fair that someone inherits more than you do, but the fact is 

that you’re owed nothing! An inheritance is a gracious gift. Your relative could just as easily have given everything to an 

animal shelter, or the Red Cross, or toward Grace Church. Your bequest is a gift of grace. He also… 

  He didn’t understand the true nature and vileness of sin. Which is worse? Lust or adultery? Coveting or cruelty? 

Most of us believe adultery and cruelty are worse. We measure sin. We believe sins of the flesh (adultery, murder, 

stealing) are worse than sins of the spirit (pride, idolatry, coveting). 

  Because his sins were sins of the heart, he’s convinced of his own goodness. “Look, these many years I have served 

you, and I never disobeyed your command.” He saw himself as someone who didn’t need to repent so he certainly didn’t 

need forgiveness. Sin isn’t just breaking the rules. It’s putting yourself in the place of God as Savior, Lord and Judge just 

as this son sought to displace the authority of his father in his life.  

  Elder brothers don’t beg God for mercy, but they should. The main barrier between elder brothers and God is not their 

sins, but their damnable good works. You don’t have to waste your life on wild living. Sins of pride, anger, and 

resentment are just as evil, but much easier to hide. The person in the greatest darkness is not some idol worshiper in 

India, it’s the religious unbeliever who sees himself as righteous, but he’s without Jesus.  



  Like the elder brother, rather than seeing ourselves as desperately needy sinners, we see ourselves as those who 

basically do what God wants us to do. We think we’re better than that co-worker who sleeps around, or the addict who 

lives next door, or our black sheep relative. We’re not! We’re all wretched sinners. It’s God’s amazing grace!  

  Timothy Keller (picture), in his book, The Prodigal God, says a major problem facing the church today “is that we 

think that God can be won over by our good deeds…if we just follow the rules…If, like the elder brother, you believe that 

God ought to bless you and help you because you have worked so hard to obey Him and be a good person, then Jesus 

may be your helper, your example, even your inspiration, but He is not your Savior. You are serving as your own 

Savior.” Then… 

  He missed out on the Father’s blessings. “You’ve never even killed a goat for me, he gets the fattened calf?!” Dad 

responded, “Son, it’s all yours! If you’d wanted the fattened calf or a young goat, or an old chicken, all you had to do 

was ask me.” The complaining son thought if he worked hard enough, he could earn a goat feast, when all he had to do 

was accept it as a gift.  

  Those who live in a world of works righteousness have a hard time accepting the free gift of eternal life. They think it’s 

too easy. They think if they slave away, work hard, do the right things, they can finally earn it. You can’t. It’s a gift! It’s 

already been paid for. The only decision you must make concerning the grace of God is whether or not you’ll accept it as 

a free gift.  

 

4. God loves the self-righteous as much as He does the openly rebellious. “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.’” God the Father has no favorites. He loves both the rebellious son and the rude one.  

  His father gently and graciously urges him to come in to the party. Son would be better translated “my child.” It’s a 

word of tender affection. That’s so amazing in the face of his torrent of anger and venom.  

  It’s because the gospel is not religion or irreligion, morality or immorality, moralism or relativism. It’s not even some 

hybrid. It’s something totally different. In its view, everyone is wrong, everyone is loved and everyone is called to 

recognize this, repent and come home to the Father. And as this father did for this older brother, if you’re an older 

brother type, God has tender words for you. He tenderly pleads with you, just as this Dad did for his older son. There are 

three things God is saying to older brothers.  

  “I treasure our relationship more than your work.” The Dad said, “You have always been with me.” In other words, 

“It’s not your work I cherish, it’s you.” Just knowing you’re here with me gave me a great sense of pleasure. Mr. or Mrs. 

Pharisee, God doesn’t want your service. He wants YOU.     

  “You have access to all of my resources.” The father said, “All that I have is yours.” To Christians today, God says, 

“You’re my heir. You’re joint heirs with my Son, Jesus. All that I have is available to you right now.”  

  Sometimes older brother Christians look around and are jealous because it seems other Christians receive more 

blessings than they have. God says, “You have not because you ask not.” And sadly, so many Christians think they have 

to earn God’s blessings. You can’t. It’s all because of God’s grace.  

  “It’s my party, so come join me!” What the father was actually saying was “Son, you and I HAVE to celebrate.” The 

verb is imperative. “It’s not your younger brother’s party, it’s MY party. I’m the one celebrating. You must join me, not 

for your brother’s sake, but for MY sake!” The party wasn’t for the Prodigal, it was for the rejoicing father. 

  That’s the point of these three parables in Luke 15–it’s celebration over lost things being found. In all three, God is the 

One celebrating. To every pouting prodigal, God says, “Come in; join me in the celebration, because there is joy in the 

presence of angels over one who repents!”    

 

Conclusion: The right are wrong when they’re out of touch with God’s plan. The right are wrong when they’re angry 

that God is merciful. The right are wrong when they do the right thing for the wrong reason and God loves the self-

righteous as much as He does the openly rebellious.  

  What happened? What did the older brother do? Don’t you want to know? Did he go in or stay out? We don’t know 

what he did because Jesus never tells us. The conclusion is open ended.  

  It’s encouraging though because it means that the final act hasn’t been written. There’s hope. Each of us can choose to 

still go into the Father’s house and join the party! What will you do?  

  And what a reversal. The prodigal ends up forgiven and in the celebration. The self-righteous older brother ends up 

standing outside pouting.  

  Did you catch this? There are actually three sons in this story. There’s the younger son who ran away and returned. 

There’s the older son full of bitterness. And, there’s the third son – Jesus, the Son of God who tells this story. Jesus left 

His Father’s house to come to this far country of earth to die for our sins. He wasn’t disobedient; He was obedient unto 



death. Whether you’re like the younger son, or older one, will you choose the Son of God today as your Savior? Three 

final thoughts…. 

  First, this story urges us to reach out to others. The context was the Pharisees who are upset that Jesus hangs out with 

sinners. All three stories were given to rebuke the Pharisees for having no compassion for the lost. The gospel isn’t a 

prize to be hoarded, it’s a grace we’re to share. Are you sharing it? When we see others experience the grace of God, it 

should remind us that we too have been given something wonderful. We should celebrate and be glad that one who was 

lost is now found. 

  Second, are you an older brother Christian? Are you a self-righteous older brother? A good clue is how prodigals 

respond to you. If prodigals dodge you, you’re probably a self-righteous snob. It’s time to confess your self-

righteousness, repent and come into the party. If you’re an older brother Christian, God is saying, “I love you, I’ve 

always loved you–loosen up and join my party.” Today, will you ask Him to forgive you for your pride and take away 

your critical spirit of resentment and bitterness?  

  Third, are you celebrating that you’re forgiven? Have you lost the joy of your salvation? The Christian life is not a 

funeral. Are you celebrating in God’s grace for you? Are you celebrating that others are coming to Christ?  

  Friend, can you hear the music? Can you smell the feast? Come on in!  


