
“Prodigal:  Lost Older Brother” 

Luke 15:11-12, 25-32 

September 22, 2019 

Rev. Dave Baldridge 

Palm Harbor United Methodist Church, Palm Harbor, Florida 
 

https://www.sermonspice.com/product/39212/the-other-brother 

Doesn’t it matter what the younger brother did?  But let me ask this: “Doesn’t it matter what the 

older brother did and didn’t do?”  But maybe the better question is: “Doesn’t it matter what the 

Father did?” 

 

Is God’s grace exclusive or inclusive?  That matters. 

 

The older brother has some issues. 

 

Pride=It’s all about me. 

 

“I’VE been slaving for you…you never gave ME even a young goat so I could celebrate with 

MY friends.” 

 

Doesn’t it matter what your attitude is? 

 

The older brother has another issue besides Pride. 

 

PRETENSE=an attempt to make something not the case appear true 

 

“I’m the better son.  I’ve never left home.  I’m the good son.  I followed all the rules!  I’ve never 

disobeyed your orders! I worked hard. Certainly, I deserve the fattened calf not my no good, pig 

snouted, lousy, brother of mine.” 

 

Besides Pride and Pretense, the older brother had yet another issue.  POSITION=status.  

 

“I am the older brother—the oldest son.  I never left home.  I should be the favored one.” 

 

For the older brother, and for us, Pride, Pretense and Position must be eliminated from our life. 

 

Did you notice what he said in verse 30?  30 But when this son of yours who has squandered 

your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 

 

He doesn’t say, “My brother, but YOUR SON.”   

 

But hold it…why should this “good” son be punished?  He did things right.  He never left home.  

He followed the rules.   
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Let me talk just a little about something called religious moralism.  (Oh, my goodness Pastor 

Dave’s getting theological this morning!) 

 

Religious moralism is an emphasis on good moral behavior to the exclusion of true and authentic 

faith.  In other words you feel good about keeping the rules and obeying everything, but there is 

no faith, no relationship.  In fact, in religious moralism grace can be non-existent.  What happens 

in religious moralism is that goodness becomes legalism.   

 

You know, if you don’t lie, cheat steal, or cuss---too much, you’re a good person and therefore 

headed to heaven.   

 

Hang on to your seats…put out the seatbelt attached underneath your pew and fasten up and hold 

on.  Being good doesn’t get you to heaven!   

 

A jailer asked Paul and Silas what he must do to be saved, and here is what he was told, “Believe 

in the Lord Jesus and you will be saved… Acts 16:31 
 

Paul and Silas don’t say, “Just be good and you will make it.”  Friends there is no one good 

enough to make it to heaven.  Sorry, just ain’t gonna happen. Believe and be saved! 

 

But shouldn’t we be good and moral people?  Absolutely.  Yes!!!!  But being a good moral 

person does not replace a person’s need for faith, forgiveness and a relationship with Jesus. 

 

In Matthew 23 Jesus is talking to the religious leaders.  The hardest and more severe criticism 

Jesus gave was to these religious leaders.  Let me read selected verses from Matthew 23, you 

may notice I’ve got a Baldridge paraphrase or  2 in the reading.  Most of it is from the New 

Living Translation.  From Matthew 23. 
 

5 “Everything they do is for show. 

 

13Woe to you Pharisees, scribes, Hypocrites! Church goers! For you shut the door of the 

Kingdom of Heaven in people’s faces. You won’t go in yourselves, and you don’t let others enter 

either. 

  

23 For you are careful to tithe even the tiniest income from your herb gardens, but you ignore the 

more important aspects of the law—justice, mercy, and faith. 

 

25 For you are so careful to clean the outside of the cup and the dish, but inside you are filthy—

full of greed and self-indulgence! 26 You blind Pharisee! First wash the inside of the cup and the 

dish, and then the outside will become clean, too 

 
27 “Woe to you scribes, Pharisees. Hypocrites! Church goers!  For you are like whitewashed 

tombs—beautiful on the outside but filled on the inside with dead people’s bones and all sorts of 

impurity. 28 Outwardly you look like righteous church going people, but inwardly your hearts are 

filled with hypocrisy and lawlessness. 
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Oh, friends it takes more than religious moralism.  It takes more than doing the church thing. It 

takes more than being good.  The older brother was good, he was at home, he was moral, and yet 

he was lost. 

 

Timothy Keller puts it this way: “The elder brother is not losing the father’s love in spite of his 

goodness, but because of it.  It is not his sins that create the barrier between him and his father, 

it’s the pride he has in his moral record; it’s not his wrongdoing but his righteousness that is 

keeping him from sharing in the feast of the father.” (Keller, Prodigal God, p.35) 

 

You remember that the Father went out to the younger brother and ran to him.  But did you 

notice verse 28?  28 “The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father 

went out and pleaded with him. 
 

Just as the Father went out to the younger brother, so the Father went out to the older brother.  In 

fact, the Father pleaded with this ‘good’ older brother.  Traditionally we have thought of the 

younger brother as bad and the older brother as good.  And yet the Father had to go and reach out 

to both of them and invite them to the feast of His love.  There is not one lost son, but two. 

 
29 But he answered his father, ‘Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and never 

disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with 

my friends. 

 

In particularly note how this good older brother addresses his father.  He doesn’t say, “Dear 

Father,” or “Faithful Father,” or doesn’t even call him Father.  He simply, rudely, and 

disrespectfully says, “Look!”  In other words, he says, “Look you!”  Wowzers…this “good” son 

has an attitude that really belittles his Father.  

 

The older brother says he has worked, worked, worked, that should be good enough.  A word of 

caution. 

 

Ephesians 2:8-9 New International Version (NIV) 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, 

through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that 

no one can boast. 

 

Our relationship with Father is not by works and all the good things we do.  Here’s same verses 

in different translation: Ephesians 2:8-9 New Living Translation (NLT) 8 God saved you by 

his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. 
9 Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about 

it. 

 

There is story that was told by Elisabeth Elliot, a Christian author and speaker, in her book These 

Strange Ashes. Her husband was Jim Elliot, missionary killed on the mission field. It’s a story for 

illustration purposes, and not an actual Biblical one, but she uses Biblical characters to make her 

point. 



4 

One day Jesus said to his disciples: “I’d like you to carry a stone for me.” He didn’t give any 

explanation. So the disciples looked around for a stone to carry, and Peter, being the practical 

sort, sought out the smallest stone he could possibly find. After all, Jesus didn’t give any 

regulation for weight and size! So he put it in his pocket. Jesus then said: “Follow Me.” He led 

them on a journey. About noontime Jesus had everyone sit down. He waved his hands and all the 

stones turned to bread. He said, “Now it’s time for lunch.” In a few seconds, Peter’s lunch was 

over. When lunch was done Jesus told them to stand up. He said again, “I’d like you to carry a 

stone for me.” This time Peter said, “Aha! Now I get it!” So he looked around and saw a small 

boulder. He hoisted it on his back and it was painful, it made him stagger. But he said, “I can’t 

wait for supper.” Jesus then said: “Follow Me.” He led them on a journey, with Peter barely 

being able to keep up. Around supper time Jesus led them to the side of a river. He said, “Now 

everyone throw your stones into the water.” They did. Then he said, “Follow Me,” and began to 

walk. Peter and the others looked at him dumbfounded. Jesus sighed and said, “Don’t you 

remember what I asked you to do? Who were you carrying the stone for?” 

 

Let’s get Pride, Pretense and Position out of the way. 

 

It is more than about being good. The older brother wanted the goods but not God.  The Blessing 

but not the Blessor.  The feast, but not the Father.  Are we being good for us or for God? 

 

Do we have a “good” life and do good things to hold it as leverage over God? You know---I 

worked so hard to obey God then God you must do what I want you to do.  “God I’ve been good 

so give me this, let me do this.  If I live a good life, I will get a good life.  It’s as if some would 

say like the older brother, “There are the good people, like us, and then everyone else.”  Oh, be 

careful. 

 

G. K. Chesterton was an English writer, philosopher and a theologian of sorts.  Although not 

completely authenticated the following is often attributed to him. 

 

“When a newspaper asked the question, ‘What’s Wrong with the World?’  

 

 G. K. Chesterton wrote a brief letter in response.  He wrote the newspaper the following: 

“What’s Wrong with the World?” 

‘Dear Sirs: 

I am. 

Sincerely Yours, 

G. K. Chesterton.’ (adapted from Timothy Keller, The Prodigal God (2008, 46.) 

 

What matters is a matter of the heart. 
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