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Faith with a Purpose

Luke 14:1-24

Good morning everybody!
This is the Year of Faith for us as a church, so we are in a series from the book of Luke that’s all about faith. Today I want to walk you through a passage on faith that changed the course of my life. So if you have a Bible, I invite you turn to Luke 14. It’s on p. 729. If you have a mobile device, turn it on to Luke 14.

In this passage, Jesus gets surprised.

Have you ever been surprised by God?

Over my lifetime, Jesus has surprised me a whole bunch of times. But in this passage, Jesus gets surprised. 

And when I read the passage several years ago, I got surprised.

Many of you may get surprised by God as he communicates to you from this passage. 

PRAYER
So Lord, speak to us now, we’re listening. In Jesus’ name, Amen!

Luke 14:1 reports that…
One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a prominent Pharisee, he was being carefully watched. 2 There in front of him was a man suffering from abnormal swelling of his body. 
If I understand correctly, that morning, or maybe the day before, Jesus received an invitation to lunch. He accepted, thinking the inviter wanted to have a polite meal together, maybe get to know him a bit better, maybe ask him a few questions. 

But when Jesus pulled up at his house, he was surprised to see a whole ring of Pharisees out on the front lawn. If I’m reading it right, they probably all had their arms folded, and standing in front of them was this man suffering from abnormal swelling. The poor man had a disease called “edema,” or “dropsy,” which prevented his kidneys from processing all his fluids, so his arms and legs swelled up something awful.

As Jesus sized up the situation, he quickly realized, “This is a set-up. The Pharisee didn’t invite me over for a chat, he invited me over for a test. He wants to know if I’m a Sabbath-keeper, or if I’m going to heal this guy in spite of the Pharisees rules about doing no work on the Sabbath.”

He’s surprised, but in effect he says, “Okay, I’ll bit.” Luke says…
3 Jesus asked the Pharisees and experts in the law, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?” 4 But they remained silent. So taking hold of the man, he healed him and sent him on his way.
5 Then he asked them, “If one of you has a child or an ox that falls into a well on the Sabbath day, will you not immediately pull it out?” 6 And they had nothing to say.
I read that one morning, just a few years out of seminary. I was an associate pastor in a nice safe church, in a nice safe city, with 2 small children and a great wife. I was minding my own business when Jesus surprised me by whispering to me, “Find yourself in this story, Hal.”

I dutifully put all my best literary skills to work in figuring out what he was asking me. I said, “Alright, in this story are basically three types of people.” There’s the guy with dropsy,” and I don’t have that, so I don’t think I’m him.

“And there’s Jesus, and he’s perfect, so I know I’m not him.”

“And then there are the Pharisees, who are arrogant, judgmental, rule-bound hypocrites who had come out that day to see if Jesus would keep all their rules or break one to heal the guy they didn’t really care about.”

I said reviewed all of this in my mind and said “What, are you saying Lord?”

And he said, “Find yourself in this story.”

I said, “I don’t think dropsy. And I’m not Jesus. So what are you saying?”

And he said, “Hal, you are a Pharisee.”

At the time, I was had a nice Associate Pastor’s position, in a nice church in a nice little city called “Longmont” Colorado where every evening I could drive home from work with a view of the Rocky Mountains. Back then, I knew all the rules. I knew that if you loved God, you went to church on Sundays. I was very content in my position, and in that moment, I had to admit, that I probably felt a little bit superior to a lot of other people.

I knew the rules of Christianity:

I knew that you’re not supposed to smoke, drink, dance, or chew, or go with girls that do.

I knew the nasty nine, and the dirty dozen. And I pretty much kept away from them too.

I didn’t love people who were caught up in some of these sins and addictions, and when Jesus called me a Pharisee, I knew he was right, and I knew I had to change.

In that moment, I stopped feeling superior. I felt surprise and shock and embarrassment. And I didn’t know what to do about it, so I asked God to speak to me in this rest of the passage.

And he did.

Verse 7 says…
7 When he noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, he told them this parable: 8 “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for a person more distinguished than you may have been invited. 9 If so, the host who invited both of you will come and say to you, ‘Give this person your seat.’ Then, humiliated, you will have to take the least important place. 10 But when you are invited, take the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he will say to you, ‘Friend, move up to a better place.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all the other guests. 11 For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”
If I’m reading it right, Jesus was agitated by the fellahs because of their cold-hearted judgmentalism of him and their cold-hearted indifference to the man with the terminal illness. So as they were heading towards the table, he decided that as long as he had already ticked them off by healing the dropsy-ed man, he’d tick them off further by telling them how to through a party. In v. 12 it says…
12 Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends, your brothers or sisters, your relatives, or your rich neighbors; if you do, they may invite you back and so you will be repaid. 13 But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, 14 and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”
When you throw a party, throw one not for insiders, but for outsiders. Throw parties for people who can’t repay you because they have nothing to offer you.

That was a new thought for me. By that time, I had been a Christian for 17 years, but that was the first time it occurred to me that God cared as much for people outside my circle as inside my circle. 

I have never been the same since. I spent the next 90 days praying that God would give me his heart for people outside his circle and mine.
Listen to this again:

Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends… instead, invite those who can’t repay you and you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.

And lest we think that this was just a passing thought for Jesus, he created and told one of his most moving stories to illustrate his point. The story has become so famous that for 2,000 years people have just called it, “The Parable of the Great Banquet.” 

NEED

I want to read it to you. But I’ve got to warn you: this parable may surprise you. It might just be why God has you in this room this morning. It might change your life. You might never recover from it.

Here’s the story:
The Parable of the Great Banquet

15 When one of those at the table with him heard this, he said to Jesus, “Blessed is the one who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God.”
16 Jesus replied: “A certain man was preparing a great banquet and invited many guests. 17 At the time of the banquet he sent his servant to tell those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’
18 “But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said, ‘I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.’
19 “Another said, ‘I have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my way to try them out. Please excuse me.’
20 “Still another said, ‘I just got married, so I can’t come.’
21 “The servant came back and reported this to his master. Then the owner of the house became angry and ordered his servant, ‘Go out quickly into the streets and alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame.’
22 “‘Sir,’ the servant said, ‘what you ordered has been done, but there is still room.’
23 “Then the master told his servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and compel them to come in, so that my house will be full. 24 I tell you, not one of those who were invited will get a taste of my banquet.’”
EXPLANATION

When Jesus described how to throw a party, it triggered a thought in the mind of one of the Pharisee about the ultimate party that is to come. The OT is full of references to the after-life banquet. So the Pharisee blurts out, “I want to be at that banquet!”

This is the background for Jesus’ parable. He says… “A certain man was preparing a great banquet…” – If you’re a first century Jew, you know what Great Banquet this is. And you know who the “certain man” who is hosting that banquet is. Who is he?

- God!

Write this down: according to Jesus, 

1. God is preparing an eternal banquet in heaven.

Jesus is a masterstoryteller. He knows that every Pharisee at that table wanted to be at the Great Banquet. So he knows that as he’s  describing what that banquet will be like, he has them all eating out of his hand.
When you think about great banquets… only great people put on great banquets. Commoners might have a friend or two over for dinner, but only important people, only noblemen invite large groups of people to parties. The Pharisees know this. They know that the person Jesus is describing must be a great person to put on a great banquet. 
If you think about it, you might be able to intuit the second thing that is happening in this parable (which is the second thing you want to write down): In this parable, Jesus is letting us know that he,…

2. Jesus is inviting people to the banquet.

Now, unless you read the text carefully, you might have missed this piece, and if you missed this piece it’s possible to miss the point of the story. So notice for a minute, that in Jesus’ story, the initial people who are invited to the banquet are invited TWICE.

SIZE OF THE PARTY

In first century Jewish culture, RSVPs were super-important. Back then, you didn’t go to the grocery store to get a rack of lamb or a few filets. When you invited people to your meal, you needed to know exactly how many were going to attend. Because the number in attendance determined the kind of animal you would eat. 

If you were having 3-4 guests, you’d kill a chicken. 

5-8, you’d kill a duck.

10-15, a goat.

15-35, a lamb.

And 35-75, you’d kill the fatted calf.

The size of the party determined the size of the animal, because there was no refrigeration. When you killed a cow, you ate the cow that night. Anything left over went to waste. And in a starving culture, no one could afford to be wasteful.

Number of guests:

2-4 = chicken

5-8 = duck

10-15 = goat

15-35 = lamb

 35-75 = beef

THE FIRST INVITATION

So in first century Middle Eastern cultures, servants were sent to invite guests and find out how many were coming. 
So that invitation would come several days before the banquet. People were invited, and gave their word that they would be there. The host would total up the number of attendees and order up the appropriate meat. And then, just before the meal was actually served, the host would send out a second invitation. As the meat was being cooked, he’d send his servant around to your home to say, “Dinner’s almost ready, time to come.”

Jesus is very careful in the words He chooses in this story. The servant says, “Come, for everything is now ready.” - Every person around the table the day Jesus told this story, knew that what He was describing there was the second invitation. And that everyone who was invited had already given their word that they would be there.

In v. 18, Jesus described the people who renege on the invitation. The first is a man who says, 
“I have just bought a field and I must to go and see it. Please excuse me.”- Luke 14:18

His statement is a lie, and everybody knows it.

No one buys a field in the Middle East without knowing every square foot of it like the palm of his hand. The springs, wells, stone walls, trees, paths, and anticipated rainfall are all well-known before a discussion of the purchase is even begun.
Fields were so precious in that day, people NAMED their fields like we name our pets. Before ever making an offer on a piece of land, the bidder would “know the human history of the field. He will be able to tell you who had owned it for generations and to recite the profits of that field for an amazing number of past years.”
(Kenneth Bailey, p. 96)

What Jesus is describing in this story is that when the servant comes to say, “Supper’s on!” Instead of saying, “We’ll be right there!” The land owner sends back an insult by saying, “I have some dirt that is more important to me than you are!”

The servant goes to a second home. And at this home, the farmer says, “I can’t come either.” His response is, 
“I have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my way to try them out. Please excuse me.”  - Luke 14:19
Again, a blatant lie.

A “yoke” of oxen is a PAIR of oxen. In that day, oxen were matched up and trained to work together. The farmer in this made-up story is saying that he’s just purchased 10 oxen and he needs to go check them out to see how well they work together.
Anyone hearing this story would know that teams of oxen were sold two ways in the Middle East. In some places, the team was taken to the marketplace. In which case, at the edge of the marketplace there would be a small field where prospective buyers could test the oxen. If they couldn’t pull together, they were a worthless team. (Today we measure in horsepower, back then, it was ox-power.)

The other method of sale was to announce to your friends that you had a team of oxen to sell and that you would be out plowing your field at such and such a time, if they wanted to stop over for a test drive. 

In either case, a prospective buyer would always try out the oxen before bargaining on a price ever started. 

In effect, this guy was saying to the party-thrower, “I know I said I’d come, but I just bought five used cars, site unseen, and I have to take them all for test-drives.”

This second insult is worse than the first, because land was considered precious, whereas oxen are unclean animals. The farmer is saying, “Unclean animals are more important to me than you are!”

The third excuse-giver is in v 20 He says, “I just got married, so I can’t come.”- Luke 14:20
The first two refusers pretend to be gracious by saying, “Please excuse me.” This third one doesn’t even offer an apology. He just says, “I can’t come.”

Again, everyone at the dinner table with Jesus would know that this is a lie. In that day, marriages were announced a year in advance, and no one would schedule a party for the same time as a wedding, because weddings involved the whole village. If you scheduled a party during a wedding, no one would come.
So write this down, with a 3 in front of it:

3. People offer lame excuses for not coming to the banquet. 
God is throwing a party.

Jesus is inviting people to it.

People offer lame excuses for not coming. Those excuses are an insult to God.
In Jesus’ made-up story, the great banquet-giver says, “Insult me if you want to, but I’m still holding my party.” He sends his servant to find hurting and needy people to come to eat what he’s prepare. 

So the servant rounds up all the street people and still there’s room for more.
The point?

4. Jesus’ invitation goes out to unworthy people who can never repay the Master’s kindness.

“Sir, what you have ordered has been done, but there is still more room.” – Luke 14:22

So the master opens up the party to people outside the city – on country roads and highways. And what can’t be missed in the story is the fervency of the Master’s invitation.
Look at this story:

5. The Master’s kindness is so unbelievable that people have to be pleaded with in order to be convinced it’s real.

What people heard when Jesus told this story was, “God rounded up the riffraff of Israel to invite to His party and there was still more room. And He also invited people outside of Israel – Gentiles, into His party. ”
6. Jesus’ invitation is for those in the city and those outside the city (Jews and Gentiles).

What Jesus was saying to those religious leaders was, “Some of you are going to reject God’s offer of a banquet in heaven. You can do that if you want to. But know that it’s going to be very hurtful to Him, because He will see through every excuse you offer.”
And God will fill heaven with or with you. - He is on mission to fill heaven, and He is going to do it.

The other things you can’t miss about this carefully crafted story are these:

7. God’s judgment is self-inflicted. The only people who experience it are those who refuse to come to His banquet.
The farmer says, “I cannot come. I bought a field. I cannot come.” 

· Jesus never says, “You cannot come.” 

The farmer is the one who disqualifies himself from the banquet.

The landowner says, “I cannot come. I just bought five yoke of oxen. I cannot come.”

- Jesus says, “Come. All you who are weary. Come.”

The groom says, “I cannot come. I just married a woman, and I cannot come.”

Jesus never pushes anyone away. He just invites. He just says, “Come.”

Another thing you cannot miss from this story is that…
8. No one can participate at a distance. Everyone has to “come.”
A scary thing you must notice from this story is that…
9. Time runs out on the invitation.
That’s terrible news if you haven’t come yet. Because the banquet is the ultimate banquet. It’s the climax and culmination of history. - Anyone who misses the banquet misses heaven. 

· Misses the Master. 

· Misses Jesus. 

· Will spend all of eternity outside the presence of God.

But an encouraging thing to notice is that…
10. The parable isn’t finished. There is still time to accept the invitation.

That’s the parable. That’s the story. 

I closed my Bible and started thinking.

Jesus was saying so much in this story that I needed to hear!

One day, God is going to hold a huge banquet in heaven. And everyone is invited. Everyone is invited. Religious people and non-religious people. Saints and sinners. The banquet is so incredible that it’s beyond some people’s belief. Some people are going to need to be persuaded to come to the party. 

And if you look at this story, there are four characters in it:

1. There’s the Master, who holds the party.

2. And the people at the party.

3. And the people who reject the party.

4. And the Messengers who go out and invite people to the party.

Find yourself in the story.

1. You’re not the Master.

2. You don’t want to be a party-rejecter.

3. Everyone who understands what’s going on wants to be a party attender.

4. At the end of the story, I decided I wanted to be a Messenger: an inviter to the party.

At some point, every person on planet earth will have to decide which person they are in this story:

A rejecter, or guest, or an inviter.

Which do you want to be?

Would you like to be a guest at the banquet [hold up hands]?

All you need to do is come.

Would you like to be an inviter to the party [hold up hands]?

All you need to do is invite others.

Lots of ways to invite others: Fruit Class, FTK’s five colors, or just what Woman at Well did in John 4: “Come and see” a man who told me everything I ever did. Or Andrew at the Jordan River: “Come and see” I think we found the Messiah!
Right now, I want to be an inviter and invite all of you to attend the party with me.

If you’d like to do that, pretend for a minute that you have a fork in your right hand, and hold it up with me?


Welcome to the party! (Explain believe and receive. Invite to receive.)

If you want to invite others to the party, pretend you’re holding an envelope with an invitation in it in your left hand, and hold it up for a minute.

Prayer that we become a church full of inviters.

SUM

Jesus regularly surprised people, and if you will make it a habit to be one of his inviters, he will regularly surprise people through you!

Amen!
