
 

 
 

The Heart of Pharisees for Themselves 
Luke 15:25-32 

 
 
Last week we stepped into chapter 15 in our walk through of Luke’s gospel, and just to 
remind ourselves of the context, look again at the first few verses… 
 
Luke 15:1-3 
1 Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. 2 And the 
Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This man receives sinners and eats with 
them.” 3 So he told them this parable: 
 
Again, Jesus was spending time with some of the least admired people in all of society. 
He was eating with tax collectors, who were considered traitors to the people of Israel, 
and with “sinners,” which is a catch all term for people with an immoral reputation. 
 
And the Pharisees and scribes, the religious leaders, grumbled. They thought that 
Jesus shouldn’t spend time with “those” people. In fact, he didn’t just spend time with 
them, he welcomed them into his fellowship. 
 
And to answer the Pharisees, he tells them a parable. And if you remember Luke uses 
the singular “parable” but in reality there are three parables, but they all tell the same 
story. So last week we looked briefly at the parable of the lost sheep, the parable of the 
lost coin, and began the parable of the lost son, otherwise known as the parable of the 
prodigal son. 
 
All of these parables reminding us that God seeks after the lost and rejoices when they 
are found. 
 
Today we are going to finish the parable of the lost son which will wrap up chapter 15, 
but let’s go ahead and start at the beginning of the parable so we remember everything 
that is happened in the story… 
 
Luke 15:11-24 
11 And he said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 And the younger of them said 
to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he 
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divided his property between them. 13 Not many days later, the younger son gathered 
all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property 
in reckless living. 14 And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that 
country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 And he was 
longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything.  
 
17 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants 
have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to 
my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 
19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired 
servants.” ’ 20 And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way 
off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed 
him. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. 
I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 But the father said to his servants, 
‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes 
on his feet. 23 And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. 
24 For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they 
began to celebrate.  
 
Again, this is probably the most famous parable out of all of Jesus’ parables, and it 
tells us the story of a younger son who was tired of living at home and living under his 
father’s rule, so he asks for an early inheritance. The father reluctantly gives it to him, 
the son takes it and it doesn’t take long for him to spend it all. Completely broke he 
decides to get a job feeding pigs on a foreign farm. Out of money and out of dignity, 
the younger son decides to finally go home and plead with his father to let him work 
there. 
 
But in a beautiful picture of love and grace, the father runs to him, embraces him, 
kisses him, puts a robe on his back, ring on his finger, shoes on his feet, and throws a 
massive party to celebrate his return. 
 
So last week we talked about the Father’s heart for us as prodigal sons and daughters. 
That when we return home to the father in repentance and faith, we are met with 
celebration and not condemnation. 
 
But, that is not where the parable ends… 
 
Remember, the beginning of the parable tells us this is a story about not one son, but 
two sons. The first son was clearly meant to represent the tax collectors and sinners 
that Jesus was dining with but now, as the story shifts to the older brother in the story, 
Jesus is now using the parable to teach the Pharisees about themselves. 
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Again, last week we considered the heart of God for the lost, this morning we will 
consider Jesus’ words about the heart of the Pharisees for themselves. 
 
So let’s continue in the parable… 
 
THE ANGRY, OLDER BROTHER 
 
Luke 15:25-28 
25 “Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he 
heard music and dancing. 26 And he called one of the servants and asked what these 
things meant. 27 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.’ 28 But he 
was angry and refused to go in. His father came out and entreated him… 
 
The older son is out in the field, we are going to assume not working but supervising 
the servants of the farm, and he starts heading towards the house and begins to hear 
the faint sound of music in the distance. As he draws nearer and nearer the sounds of 
celebration grow louder and louder. So he asks someone else, what is going on? That 
servant gives him what is meant to be good news, his brother is back and the father is 
throwing a party to celebrate! 
 
But instead of running inside to join the festivities, he became angry, and not just 
irritated. The Gr. word there carries with it the idea of the older son being enraged. He 
was furious. 
 
We can imagine part of the reason he was so angry was because the cost of the party 
was coming out of his pocket. Remember when the younger son asked for the 
inheritance, the father handed out the inheritance to both sons. The younger son 
squandered his but the older son’s remained secure. But now, the father is throwing a 
party and the older son is footing the bill. 
 
So angry, bitter, resentful, the older brother refuses to go inside. He would rather stay 
outside by himself than go in and join the celebration. 
 
So the father comes out and entreats him to come in, which by the way, shows 
incredible grace and patience on the part of the father. He wants both sons there, not 
just the younger. 
 
But the older son won’t have any of it… 
 
THE RESENTFUL, OLDER BROTHER 
 
Luke 15:29-30 
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29 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. 30 But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property 
with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’ 
 
At the plea of the father to come inside and not be angry, the older son lets his father 
have it. He begins by saying, “Look…” which I’m going to guess, most of us would not 
speak to our father that way. He treats his father with incredible disrespect. But it is 
here that we see, and this important, that the older brother is not only resentful of his 
younger brother. He is also bitter towards his father. 
 
And this secret bitterness and resentment that has been brewing for years explodes 
into the open as he lays into his father. 
 
He says, “Look, I’ve served you for years, and I never disobey, so where is my party?” 
In other words, I deserve this more than anyone else. 
 
Now, we can probably imagine the Pharisees who are hearing this story think to 
themselves, finally this story has a hero. We can picture them nodding their heads in 
agreement, thinking, “Atta boy, stick up for yourself, you deserve better. You tell your 
father he is in the wrong here. Get what’s yours.” 
 
But notice the heart issues revealed in the older brother’s words. The older brother 
viewed his relationship with the father as performance based. There is no mention of 
his sonship, there is no concern for family ties and affections, simply, I believe that I 
have earned your respect and I deserve celebration. Understand, the only thing he can 
celebrate is his own accomplishments. Again, in his mind, he deserves this more than 
his brother. 
 
In fact, he calls him, “this son of yours,” rather than “this brother of mine.” He has 
written his brother off. He has no love for his brother and no love for his father, rather 
he views all of these relationships in terms of performance and merit rather than love 
and gracious acceptance. 
 
Remember, he has been silent in this story until now. He stood by and watched his 
brother demand his inheritance and then walk away. He didn’t try and talk sense into 
his brother, he did not defend his father’s honor, he didn’t go off to find his brother and 
plead with him to come home. He silently stood by while he cashed in with his brother. 
Again, he didn’t love his brother and he didn’t love his father, he only loved himself. 
 
Even though this is called the parable of the lost son, we should probably call it the 
parable of the lost sons, plural. In reality, he was just as lost as his younger brother. 
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He was lost in his refusal to be reconciled to his brother and father. He was lost in 
rejecting the joy of his father and house. He was lost in striving to prove himself and 
merit the father’s acceptance. He was lost in resentment and bitterness toward his 
brother’s reward. He was lost because he saw himself as a slave rather than a son. 
 
Ultimately, there is not much difference between him and his younger brother. Though 
the younger son’s rebellion and selfishness was on full display for all to see, the older 
son privately nurtured the same wicked heart of rebellion as the younger son. They 
both wanted the father’s wealth, but neither wanted the father’s fellowship. 
 
Jesus’ message to the Pharisees was loud and clear. In their hearts the two brothers 
are the same, but the older brother just won’t admit it! And it leaves him separated 
from the family celebration. 
 
Remember the context of this parable. The Pharisees grumbled about Jesus 
welcoming and eating with sinners (v. 2). They were outside looking in, exactly what 
the older brother was doing in the parable. 
 
THE SELF-RIGHTEOUS PHARISEES 
 
Jesus through the parable of the prodigal son is certainly giving good news and hope 
to those who are broken and recognize their sinfulness that grace is found in Jesus, 
but this parable is mainly a lesson on self-righteousness: the belief that one is 
righteous and acceptable to God based on their good works and good character. 
Please understand, self-righteousness is life’s most dangerous myth. It is a myth 
because no one is righteous in and of themselves, and it is dangerous because it will 
keep you from seeing your need for a Saviour! 
 
In fact, listen to what Jesus says to the Pharisees on another occasion… 
 
Matthew 9:12-13 
12 But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick. 13 Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, and not 
sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” 
 
So the question is, who are the well? Who are the righteous? This is similar to what 
Jesus says in the parable of the lost sheep when he says that, there will be more joy in 
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous person who need 
no repentance. The point is that the 99 righteous don’t actually exist! There are simply 
those who repent of their sinfulness and those who are blinded by their own 
self-righteousness. 
 
So Jesus wasn’t merely telling the Pharisees they have an attitude problem, he is 
explaining to them why. The reason they had no love for the lost sheep, lost coins, lost 
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sons, and the reason their hearts were so cold in worship toward God is because their 
self-righteousness had kept them from experiencing the grace of God. 
 
The parable of the prodigal son uncovers the ugly truth about self-righteousness: You 
will never appreciate grace if you don’t think you need any. And you certainly 
won’t celebrate grace in other people’s lives until you have experienced it 
yourself. 
 
The Pharisees, like the older brother in the parable, remained outside in their 
self-righteous anger while everyone else was together celebrating. 
 
 
THE PHARISEES IN US 
 
Now, when we hear the parable here we ought to consider, is Jesus talking about me? 
It’s easy to come down on the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, but we are just as easily 
deceived in thinking that we have it figured out and really are righteous in and of 
ourselves. We may be tempted to believe that even though we were accepted by 
God’s grace at first, we are now continuing by our own righteousness. The truth is, 
there is a bit of Pharisee in all of us, and if we are not careful to continually admit our 
need for God’s grace in our lives, we will grow to be the big brother… 
 
For example…1 
 
…We will ignore the desperate situation of people who are spiritually lost, not pursuing 
relationships that might help call them to reconciliation with God in the Gospel. 
 
…We will have an outward reputation for doing the right thing, but inside our hearts will 
become cold to God. 
 
…We will want more recognition for what we are doing, and will resent it when we do 
not get the praise we think we deserve. 
 
…We will get angry when others are elevated and we get overlooked. 
 
…We will make a performance-based assessment of the Christian life, in which our 
standing with God will rise or fall based on the fulfillment of our religious duties. 
 
…We will look down on people who are outside the church in an air of superiority, and 
thus become unable to attract them with Christ-like love. 
 

1  List is adapted from Ryken, Luke, vol. 2, 162. 
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Tim Keller comments on this point in saying, “The way to know that you are 
communicating and living the same gospel message of Jesus is that ‘younger brothers’ 
are more attracted to you than elder brothers…If we don’t see the same effect Jesus 
saw, then we lack the same message Jesus had. If our churches are not filled with 
younger brothers, then we must be more like the elder brother than we like to think.”2 
 
So whether you are an unrepentant Pharisee this morning, celebrating your own 
righteousness while turning your nose up to the idea of God’s grace, or you at one time 
celebrated God’s grace in your life but have begun to walk with a sense of entitlement 
due to your obedience since then, the calling remains, repent of your 
self-righteousness and trust in Christ.  
 
THE GRACIOUS, PATIENT FATHER 
 
And the good news is that God is always patient and gracious. We see this in the 
parable, the father is patient and gracious, even with the older brother… 
 
Luke 15:31-32 
31 And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 It 
was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he 
was lost, and is found.’” 
 
In other words, my acceptance and love don’t need to be earned. It is freely given to 
my children. And since that is true, it is always right to celebrate when my other 
children stop rebelling, repent of their sin, and come home. 
 
As one commentator put it, “A party for one is a party for all. The elder brother has 
nothing to lose in welcoming home the prodigal son, and only joy to gain.”3 
 
Now, what makes this masterful story-telling is that the story ends here, leaving us to 
wonder what will the older brother do. Jesus doesn’t tell us. It has an unwritten ending 
but that is on purpose. It was an invitation for the Pharisees to consider how they 
would respond. 
 
Would they remain on the outside, bitter and angry because those who in their eyes 
were not as deserving of acceptance were in fact accepted by God? Or would they 
recognize their own sinfulness, fall on the grace of God, and celebrate alongside other 
sinners who just sin differently than they do? 
 
The Pharisees had to answer that question, and we do too. Again, see your need for a 
Savior, repent of your self-righteousness and trust in Christ. 

2  Tim Keller quoted in Ryken, Luke, vol. 2, 160. 
3  Ryke, Luke, vol. 2, 167. 
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JESUS: THE BETTER OLDER BROTHER 
 
However, there is an even greater story to be told from this parable. Yes, we see the 
heart of God in seeking after the lost and the great joy in heaven when they are found 
in this story, but there is great truth concerning Jesus here. Consider that in the gospel 
we see that Jesus is our better older brother. 
 
Consider what the author of Hebrews says about Jesus and his attitude towards us… 
 
Heb. 2:10-11, 14-18 
10 For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many 
sons to glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering. 
11 For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one source. That is why 
he is not ashamed to call them brothers 
 
14 Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of 
the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of 
death, that is, the devil, 15 and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject 
to lifelong slavery. 16 For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring 
of Abraham. 17 Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that 
he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make 
propitiation for the sins of the people. 18 For because he himself has suffered when 
tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. 
 
Consider, Jesus is the better older brother to us: 
 
Unlike the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son, Jesus rejoices in calling us 
his brothers. 
 
Everything written before those verse in the book of Hebrews is written to declare the 
glory of Jesus. 
 
Consider what the author writes for us just in chapter 1: 

Verse 2 - Jesus is “the heir of all things, through whom God created the world” 
Verse 3 - Jesus is the “radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature and he upholds the universe by the word of his power.” He made 
purification for our sins and is now seated at the right hand of Majesty on high. 
Verse 4 through 14 - Jesus is superior to the angels 

 
Jesus is all of that and yet, He is not ashamed to be associated with us, to call us 
brothers and sisters, regardless of our sinful past and present scars. He is not uncaring 
that we’ve wandered away and are lost. In speaking to the Father, He doesn’t refer to 
us as “Your children,” rather he calls us “my brothers and sisters.” 
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Unlike the self-righteous older brother, Jesus truly walked in perfect obedience of the 
Father, in other words, he walked in true and perfect righteousness. 
 
Instead of clinging to the father’s riches like the older brother, Jesus gave them up to 
come looking for his lost brothers and sisters. He gave us his own robe of 
righteousness, ring to his kingdom and feast to enjoy. 
 
Unlike the older brother, Jesus celebrates with us as we turn in repentance and faith 
back to the Father. He will not sit outside the feast, pouting that he didn’t get what he 
deserved and we got way more than we deserved. No, he celebrates alongside the 
Father and all of heaven. 
 
Jesus is our better older brother. With a brother and father like that, the family of God 
is an amazing reality and it is absolute grace that we get to be a part of it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
VERSES 
 
Luke 15:1-3 
Luke 15:11-24 
Luke 15:25-28 
Luke 15:29-30 
Matthew 9:12-13 
Luke 15:31-32 
Heb. 2:10-11, 14-18 
 
 
SERMON DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 
This week we finish the Parable of the Lost Son by looking at the the third character, 
the older brother. Up to this point Jesus has taught us about the heart of the Father for 
the lost but now shifts his attention to teach us about the heart of Pharisees for 
themselves. 
 
 
I. THE ANGRY, RESENTFUL OLDER BROTHER - Luke 15:25-30 
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Explain in your own words why the older brother is so angry about the celebration. 
 
The older brother accuses the younger brother of wasting his money on prostitutes, 
however he doesn’t actually know that. What might that tell us about his own heart? 
 
 
II. THE SELF-RIGHTEOUS PHARISEES 
 
What is self-righteousness? 
 
Why would a self-righteous person have a hard time celebrating grace? 
 
 
III. THE PHARISEE IN US 
 
Consider all the ways self-righteousness could manifest itself in your heart. What would 
that look like? What attitudes and behaviors would be present in your life? 
 
On the other hand, what does a grace saturated heart look like in someone’s life? 
 
 
IV. THE GRACIOUS, PATIENT FATHER - Luke 15:31-32 
 
What does the father’s treatment of the older brother reveal to us about the heart of 
God for the Pharisees? 
 
 
V. JESUS: THE BETTER OLDER BROTHER - Heb. 2:10-11, 14-18 
 
List the ways that Jesus is a better older brother to us than the older bother in the 
parable. 
 
As we desire to grow in Christ-likeness, how should Christ’s treatment of us shape the 
way we treat others? 
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