The Older Brother Syndrome
Perhaps he thought it was a celebration for himself. Or maybe it was a party to rejoice over a good fortune his father may have come across. Whatever the reason, the older brother in Jesus’ parable in Luke 15 knew something extraordinary had occurred that day for there to be music and feasting. But upon getting the news that the party was for his younger brother who had been away, “he was angry and would not go in” (vs. 28). It made no sense to him to rejoice over the return of a rebellious, wasteful, rotten, betraying, foolish brother who had abandoned him and their father for a period of sin. “After all I’ve done for this family, and he gets the celebration? This is absurd!” So he stayed outside and festered until his father came out to reason with him. When Jesus finishes the story, we are still left wondering if the older brother ever came around.

What a terrific way of illustrating the ugliness of envy that we sometimes have for one another. Instead of rejoicing that a fellow Christian has been blessed by God—or better yet, that God is rejoicing over the return of one of His own—we let our greed and pride keep us from joining in the celebration. Really, is this any less of a crime than the prodigal son’s sins?  

Solomon describes envy as rottenness to the bones (Proverbs 14:30). The idea is obvious. Greed saps us of our strength and personal happiness, and prevents us from rejoicing over that which is good. It’s consuming, blinding, enslaving and destructive. Ungodly envy has no personal merit to it, nor does it credit our lives in any way. The only thing to come from jealousy and envy is sorrow upon sorrow; heartache upon loss.

The sad thing about envy is it keeps us from seeing the blessings we already have. It kept Saul from appreciating his thousands while drooling over David’s 

ten thousands. It kept the Jews from hearing the saving message of the gospel as taught by the fame-increasing apostles (Acts 13:45). It kept the chief priests and elders from seeing Jesus as the world’s only Savior (Matthew 27:18). And it will keep us from dwelling eternally with God (Galatians 5:21).

For where there is envy, strife and divisions among us, are we not carnal and behaving like the older brother? It is good for us to be content with our own prosperity from God, rejoice with those who rejoice, and go inside and celebrate with God and His people when it’s time for someone else to get the recognition. It’s where we belong.    
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