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The publicans and sinners were gathering to listen to the teaching of Christ. The 
Pharisees and scribes were envious of Christ and jealous of the success He was 
having teaching lost souls. Thus, they murmured and said, “This man receiveth 
sinners, and eateth with them” (Luke 15:2). Because of their murmuring and 
seeking to discredit Him, Jesus teaches several parables to shed abundant light on 
the matter. Our concern in this article is with His teaching known as the parable of 
the prodigal son — especially His remarks regarding the elder brother.  

The elder brother illustrates the attitude of the Jewish nation toward God’s 
grace that had brought salvation to all men. The Gentile prodigal is saved by grace, 
but the self-righteous Jew is upset and angry, and will not go the Father. Both the 
elder brother and the prodigal son are in need of the Father’s forgiveness. 

In commenting on this parable, Coffman says: 
Actually, this is the parable of two sons, the elder brother being no less lost 
than was the prodigal; but, by the consent of all mankind, it is known by the 
title above. There are two applications of it. First, the prodigal son represents 
the Gentiles who rebelled against God and departed from the Father's house. 
The elder brother represents the Jewish religious establishment who 
remained, nominally, in the fold of God, but who nevertheless became 
proud, self-righteous, unfeeling recipients of the Father's mercy, having lost 
all contact with the Father. Significantly, the older brother went to the 
servants, instead of to the Father, with questions about the joyful celebration. 
The love of God for both Jews and Gentiles is seen in the Father's reception 
of both sons, his reinstatement of the prodigal, and his entreating of the older 
brother. 
  
May we profit from some lessons learned from the elder brother! He stands 

before us as one: 
Who Was Willing To Work! “Now his elder son was in the field…” (Luke 

15:25). So many today are lazy and have no intention of working for a living. 
Whatever faults the elder brother may have had, an aversion to work was not one 
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of them. While the others were taking time to feast and enjoy themselves, he was 
busy in the field. The elder brother was not accused of idleness, and it is 
commendable that he was engaged in good and useful work. This particular trait 
we would all do well to possess! 

Who Was Faithful To Duty! He could say to his father, “Lo, these many years 
do I serve thee, and I never transgressed a commandment of thine…” (Luke 
15:29). This statement surely cannot be pressed to the point of suggesting this son 
was sinless (see 1 John 1:8). And, if he had never failed to do what the father bid 
him to do, why did he not go in to the feast? Let us assume, however, that this son 
had most often done his father’s bidding while growing up and working on the 
farm. It speaks well of one who acts from a sense of duty and prides himself on 
doing the right thing. What can be dreadfully wrong, however, is for one to do 
such with a heart as cold as an icicle! It is not simply duty but also love that 
motivates one seeking to do the Lord’s will. 

Love for the Lord and His cause would solve all of the duty problems that exist 
today. Brethren often ask, “Do I have to attend Bible class?” “Do I have to attend 
Sunday evening?” Then, some say, “I know it is my duty to attend Sunday 
morning services.” It would be good for these brethren to take to heart the lesson 
the Lord taught in Luke 17:10: “Even so ye also, when ye shall have done all the 
things that are commanded you, say, We are unprofitable servants; we have done 
that which it was our duty to do.” The first and great commandment the Lord gave 
to the lawyer is the key — “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind” (Matt. 22:37).  

Who Had Never Received A Gift That He Might Make Merry With His 
Friends! “Thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends” 
(Luke 15:29b). There are several things to consider. Does one really think the 
father would have refused to give such a gift to his elder son if the circumstances 
had been reversed? Had the elder son ever made a request from his father that had 
been spurned? Had all of his dutiful service to his father been void of joy? Was he 
envious that he had not taken the opportunity to go and do what his younger 
brother did? Why was he so very upset that his brother repented and forgiveness 
was granted? 

Some brethren today have the attitude of the elder brother. They seem to resent 
the fact that they did not choose to sin. Instead of rejoicing that they distanced 
themselves from sin, they appear angry that they refrained from sin’s pleasures. 
And, they seem to be jealous of the fact that a brother has wallowed in sin but has 
returned safe and sound. The lesson many overlook regarding sin is that even if 
one repents and is forgiven there are life-long consequences that one must endure. 

Who Was Offended! “But he was angry, and would not go in…” (Luke 
15:28). In spite of his brother’s public scandal, his pride got the best of him as he 
thought about his brother being honored more than he. His pride now finds him at 
odds with his father, his brother, and the servants. Anger has a way of bringing out 
the worst in a person. It clouds one’s vision, and does not contribute to making 
wise and correct decisions. 

Who Was Graciously Entreated! “His father came out, and entreated him” 
(Luke 15:28). It is often easier to pity the guilty sinner than one who is self-



righteous and resentful. The father took time to sympathize with the offended son, 
and encouraged him to do the right thing. 

May we remember that all our Father has is ours (Luke 15:31) if we remain 
loyal to Him and choose to do what is godly and right! It will not matter so much 
in judgment what others have chosen to do. A lesson sorely needed by church 
members is to not allow the ungodly actions of fellow brethren sour them on what 
is godly and right! Will you choose to obey God and eagerly do His will because 
of your love for Him? 
  
 
 


