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BEING THE OLDER BROTHER                                                 
     Most of us have heard the story of the prodigal son that Jesus told in Luke 15.  We can easily identify with going our own way, failing miserably, and then humbly coming back to our heavenly Father.  The picture that Jesus paints here describing the love of God is beautiful.  However, as I recently studied this passage, God steered me toward the characteristics of the older brother.  Unfortunately, I found myself identifying with him, and this was quite troublesome for me.  A few weeks ago, I told a friend that I seem to identify with the people in the Bible that are somewhat undesirable.  For example, God will teach my husband by relating him to great men of the Old Testament like David and Joshua; however, when I ask God to help me see myself in the same way, He sends me to people like Jonah and the older brother of the prodigal son.  No one wants to be like the older brother, but that is where I found myself.

     You may recall when the prodigal son comes home from his unrestrained carousing; the father is expectantly waiting his return.  Upon seeing his son, the father runs to greet him.  Imagine the filthy, shame-filled son stumbling up the long road to his former home and the loving father running to him, embracing him with joyous tears streaming down his face.  It must have been quite a sight, but where was the older brother?  The father calls for a celebration, in which the entire household, including the servants, commemorates with dancing and rejoicing over the return of the wayward son, but still no older brother.

     Where was the older brother?  We find him in a field, far away from the festivities.  It is interesting that Jesus tells us this information.  It must not have been harvest time or else servants and other members of the household would have been in the field working alongside him.  He was obviously busy working his father’s land, but was he supposed to be there?  In the other two parables in Luke 15, the lost sheep and the lost coin, Jesus talks about the return of the lost item.  When the person finds his/her lost treasure, he summons all of his friends and neighbors to share in his joy.  Anyone important to him is called in for the celebration.  This same scene plays out in the prodigal son’s story, but the older brother is not at the party and does not even know that it is taking place.  No one summons him.  No one is sent to bring him in for the festivities.  If you read the entire parable, you see that the fault lies not with the father because he clearly loves both sons unconditionally.  So what happened?  The older brother put himself in a field instead of in his father’s house.
       Discovering this problem caused me to ask another question…how could this happen?  How could a son separate himself from his loving father?  We are not talking about a deadbeat dad or an out of touch father.  This man loved his children a great deal.  We see it in the way he treats each of them.  With the prodigal son, he patiently yet attentively waits for his unruly child to come home.  He must have regularly been looking and scanning the horizon hoping for a glimpse of his lost son because Jesus tells us “while he was still a long way off, his father saw him.”  The son had not even gotten close to the house when the father recognized him.  The story goes on to describe how the father lavishes his love upon his estranged son.  With the older brother, we see his love manifested in a different way.  If we skip to the end of the story, the father is addressing the older son.  He tells him, “My son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.”  The father is assuring his son that he dearly loves him and willingly offers him everything that he has.  So back to the original question, how could a son separate himself from his loving father?
     The answer is simple, but sad.  The older brother could not see his father’s unconditional love, so he tried to earn it instead.  Earned love causes us to put our relationships on scales.  We put our works on one side, and then eagerly watch to see what is placed on the other side.  The older brother could not accept the gift of love his father was offering because he could not see it.  He was looking at the scales.  In this warped view, he selectively saw what he had done, “slaving” for his father and having “never disobeyed” his orders, then looked to the other side to see what his father had deposited in return.  When he looked at the scales, his father’s side was empty.  He told his father, “You never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.  But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!”  He was unable to see that all of the fattened calves were his to have.  The father had made everything he owned readily available to this son, but the disillusioned young man could not see it.  Therefore, he could not receive it.  As a result, he put himself in a field and tried desperately to work hard enough or accomplish something great enough to cause his father to love and celebrate him.
     Have we not done the same thing with our heavenly Father?  We think if we do enough “good” things, work especially hard, or become a better Christian than anyone, then maybe God will love us more.  The problem is that God work in scales.  If He did, we would incontestably lose.  He has offered to His children everything that He has, but we must see it to accept it.  If we look at the scales, God’s side will be empty, not because He has withheld from us but because we are looking in the wrong place.  Sitting just behind the scales is more than we could ever think or imagine.  Unfortunately, if we focus on the scales, then we will believe the lie that we must work to earn God’s love.  Thus, we will wear ourselves out working in the field instead of celebrating in the Father’s house.
     For many years, I have battled the “older brother” mindset.  Through countless, unsuccessful attempts, I desperately tried to earn my heavenly Father’s love.  I would busy myself with tasks that I thought would please Him like serving in the church, reading my Bible, giving my time and money; however, I frequently ended up in the same place as the older brother.  All of these works are important and crucial to our Christian walk, but they will not produce love.  If we are trying to earn God’s love, then we will end up hurt, weary, and frustrated.  
     God does not put His love on a scale because He put it on a cross.  He demonstrated the vastness of His love when He sent His Son to die for you.  Nothing you can do or say will make Him love you more than He does right now.  Take the opportunity today to see and accept the unconditional love that God is offering you.  
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