This is a double parable with an inverted structure
Kenneth Bailey maybe the foremost expert on Middle Eastern story-telling. Did you know this is two parables with an inverted structure? Notice how each line has a balancing line.  For example verse 12 marked as “A” speaks of a son who is lost. Now by moving down to verse 24 marked as “A’” one sees it speaks of a son who is found.  Notice how the structure pushes the climax of the story to the end of verse 32. Since A’ is missing one must wonder was the elder brother “found” and with 1’ missing one is left equally to wonder if the man still had two or just one son at the end of the story! 
11 
1 “And he said, ‘A man had two sons’” (introduction)

12 
A A son is lost: “give me the share”

13 
    B Goods wasted in extravagant living

14  
C Everything lost: “he had spent everything”; “he began to be impoverished”

15 
          D The great sin: feeding pigs for Gentiles

16 

E Total rejection: “no one was giving anything to him”

17 
F A change of mind: “he came to his senses”; “I am dying here”

18 
F’ An initial repentance: make me a hired man (I will repay)

19 
E’ Total acceptance: his father “ran and embraced him and kissed him”

20-21 
D’ The great repentance: “I am no longer worthy to be called your son”

22 
C’ Everything gained: a robe, ring and shoes (restoration to sonship)

23 
B’ Goods used in joyful celebration

24 
A’ A son is found: “this son of mine was dead and has come to life”
25-26 
A The older son comes

27 
B Your brother is safe; a feast

28 
C Father comes to reconcile

29 
  D Complaint 1: how you treat me

30 
D’ Complaint 2: how you treat him

31 
      C’ Father tries to reconcile

32 
    B’ Your brother is safe; a feast

A’ ??? (Missing?)

1’ ??? (Implication?) 
The Greatest Story Ever Told

Luke 15:11-32

(The Return of the Prodigal Son, Bartolome Esteban Murillo, circa 1667/1670)
The Elder Brother
Luke 15:25-32
(This is the 2nd in a series of messages entitled The Greatest Story Ever Told)

The dutiful, obedient elder brother was just as far away from his father in a “distant land” as was his younger brother.  The younger brother was in open rebellion wanting to leave the house but the elder brother had rebellion in his heart: hidden, hardened, hypocritical. He remained in the house all the while hating his father. The younger brother was slaving for a foreigner so too the elder brother was slaving for his father. In a spiritual sense, we like the elder brother want the gifts of the Father but we really don’t want Him. What the elder brother exposes is that in each one of us we want God to give us His blessings so that we can party without Him.  Therefore we become more interested in the rightness of being religious rather than realizing the joy of a relationship.
Idea: The operating principle of religion (but not a biblically correct one) is: If you live a good life, then God (or the gods) will have to bless you and give you prosperity. Knowingly or unknowingly, religious people are after a God who can be put into debt. In this way the religious who are in the pew are even more lost because of their blindness than the irreligious who are in the pigpen!  In the true Christian worldview, our God is not on a leash nor can He be tamed. He cannot be bought or appeased.  This is a God of grace who puts everyone else in His debt.
THE MARKS OF AN ELDER BROTHER (vv 25-30)
A. He cut loose the idol in his heart (vv 11-12)
1. He took a good thing and turned it into a supreme thing
2. Its demands overrode all competing values
B. He was long on mad but short on grace (v 28)
1. Anger causes elder brothers to swing back and forth between “I hate Thee and “I hate me” (v 28a)

2. Elder brothers think they are doing the Father a favor by showing their against sin!  (v 28b)
C. He has an inflated sense of his own goodness (vv 29-30)

1. Elder brothers seldom compare themselves to those who are better
2. Elder brothers are selective in their standards of right and wrong 

3. Elder brothers are trapped by their own bitterness because they cannot forgive someone when they feel so superior
D. He has a faulty understand of grace
THE MARKS OF THE FATHER’S GRACE  (vv 31-32)

A.  The Father cherishes us (v 31a)
B. The Father gives us unlimited access to His resources 
(v31b)
C.  The Father wants to throw us a party(v 32)
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