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Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. Amen.

TEXT:    Luke 14:1, 7-14

1 One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a prominent Pharisee, he was being carefully watched. 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 man 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 your fellow guests. 11 For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

12 Then Jesus said to his host, “When you give a luncheon or dinner, do not invite your friends, your brothers or 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.”

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, dear brothers and sisters,


They broke their huddle. 10 seconds left on the frozen clock. He told his teammates what play they would run. A post route, a button hook, it was all planned exquisitely. All he had to do was throw a decent pass to any of his capable receivers and they win! But when the play started, he thought only of himself. At that moment, there was no team. At that moment, there was no coach, or team owner, or fans. There was only one person. Himself. So he kept the ball and rushed for the end zone and fell far short. The last seconds ticked off the clock. And he was left knowing that he couldn't do it on his own. Fellow Christians, we find it so easy to exalt ourselves. But Christ's words in our lesson for today show us his true wisdom: THINK NOT OF YOURSELVES. But rather imitate Christ's humility and imitate Christ's acts of love.

 
Our lesson begins with a thought-provoking statement. “When Jesus went to eat in the house … he was being carefully watched.” The Pharisees who were at that house knew a thing or two. They knew about the Bible, the words that the Holy Spirit had inspired in the prophets when they penned the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament. The Pharisees followed a tradition that took seriously the Word of God. In fact, they were known for being some of the best experts on God's Word.


And the Pharisees stood up for God's Word. They found it despicable when anyone played around with the divinely inspired words of Scripture in a way that the Pharisees did not see as proper. The Pharisees came up with traditions and rules to protect God's Word, and to protect the daily lives of the Jews. When the Pharisees looked at the Jews around them throughout the countryside of their homeland, they saw people who were not taking God's Word as seriously as they were. It was natural for them to come to the conclusion that they were doing more directly for God than most people in Judea.


So when Jesus showed up to eat with everyone at that house, the Pharisees there were suspicious. This man had earned a following for himself. Like the Pharisees, Jesus had some influence over those around him. This was threatening to the Pharisees. So they watched him closely.


Jesus knew that he was being watched. And Jesus knew the nature of the event to which he had been invited. He saw the guests jockeying for the best places at the table. The other guests were not grateful for being invited to the meal. They were more interested in making sure that they had the best seats, closest to any guests of honor and the host. Such places were for the honorable, respected, and glorious few. Jesus knew that all of this was going through their minds. So Jesus spoke in a parable:


“Pharisees, you have a backward way of looking at things. You have a backward way of looking at yourselves. When you show up to a wedding feast, you search for a spot that reflects your position in society. Then you ignore that spot and find a more honored place to sit. You think that now is not the time for humility. But I tell you this: take the last place at the table. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”


The way of the Pharisees didn't allow them to imitate the humility that Christ displayed and taught. They were backwards.


So we say, “Boy am I glad I'm not like those Pharisees.”


Wait a second. I'm pretty sure that I've seen the attitude of the Pharisees in those whom I've met. And I know that I've seen that attitude in my own heart. It starts when we are young, doesn't it? Little children put each other down because they are jealous. It goes on and on through high school with all the cattiness, meanness, and exalting of oneself.


It doesn't end when you leave a school building or get a diploma. We are always trying to climb the ladder, wherever life has taken us. We put down those with whom we work so that we might get a raise. We disrespect our bosses because we can't stand that they are above us. We ostracize the little guy at the pick-up basketball game. We mock the person who is a little different than us. These sins do not just hurt our neighbor. No, when we exalt ourselves over other people, we are transgressing, stepping beyond, God's will. In fact, we exalt ourselves over God when we spurn time in His Word and prioritize other things in our lives above God. And Jesus says to us, “For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”


God demands that we love others as we would want to be loved. So when we exalt ourselves over other people and over God, we are really placing ourselves directly under God's mighty, wrathful hand. We stand before God, who hates the wicked things that we do. God hates sin. God hates when people exalt themselves. And that is exactly what we do. All we can do, then, is wait for God to strike us.


But instead, God struck his Son Jesus. Jesus took the sins of the world upon himself and suffered hell for us. Jesus humbled himself, taking the form of a servant. He not only humbled himself to live in our wretched world. He went so far, and humbled himself so much as to take on our punishment on the cross.


Our sins weighed us down on the scales of God's judgment. But then Jesus Christ, with all his glory, tipped his side of the scales down so that our side of the scales would go flying up. Christ has lifted us up to God, who was out of reach without the work of Christ. Because of our restored, uplifted relationship with God, we are free, because there is nothing that we need to do to be saved. We are free. Free to humble ourselves. We need not give in to the temptation to exalt ourselves, because there is nothing left that we need to earn. We already have achieved all that we could need through the work of Christ.


Those who hold on to their need to exalt themselves will find that their self-exaltation means nothing in the end. Those who let go of their need to exalt themselves and humbly seek the Lord will find forgiveness. For all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted. God has given us the example of how to do this: Imitate Christ's humility. THINK NOT OF YOURSELVES.


We are not just humble before God for humility's sake. In fact, the Holy Spirit puts faith in our hearts so that we might imitate Christ's acts of love. As St. Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus, “We are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”


With good acts of love in mind, Jesus turned to the host of the meal, a Pharisee. The host knew that Jesus with his first parable had just put the guests in their place with his all-surpassing wisdom. What was in store for the host? Jesus spoke the second parable in our lesson for today: “When you host a meal, you might want to invite people who can repay you for the favor of the invitation. You might want to invite your close friends and the rich people whom you know. Instead, invite those who cannot repay you. Invite those who could use your helping hand.  Invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid when you are raised from the dead.”


For a more modern example of what Jesus was talking about, imagine a district attorney who helps out his prominent friends. Under-the-table deals are made. Sometimes because of the decisions made by the DA, the little guy gets ruined, but that's just the way it goes. It is only when the DA makes sure that his prominent friends are happy that things go well for him. So of course he gets elected again and takes the oath of office. He swears to ensure justice, the very thing he was excited about when he first took the job. Only now it's too late. He realizes that he has lost sight of his dream and has lost sight of his priorities.


We, too, often act out of greed. We do this because we think only of ourselves. While there are people close to us who are hurting or in need of help, we can't even see them because we are so concentrated on making things better for ourselves.


We can be greedy with the gospel, God's good news. When we should be proclaiming God's love throughout the world and in our communities, we instead give our time and energy to activities that only benefit us. Do we think that other people are not worthy of the gospel which we have embraced? Do we think that other people are not in need of the gospel?


Jesus was the opposite of greedy. Jesus gave everything. Jesus said, “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve.” When there was a storm on the sea Jesus gave up his free time to calm it. On another occasion, he gave 5,000 people food to eat. Jesus gave to others in their time of need over and over again. Jesus gave everything. He even gave up his divine right to not die.


His death and resurrection mean that we are forgiven of every sin. We are forgiven for not thinking of others. We are forgiven for not sharing the gospel. We are forgiven for not giving our best to God. We are forgiven, not because of what we have done, but because he gave up everything, even his life, for us.


Jesus said, “Love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.” Although so often we are the ungrateful and wicked, we truly are the blessed in Christ. So imitate Christ's acts of love. Because of what Christ has given to us, it will be repaid to us at the resurrection of the righteous, but we also receive our Lord's gifts right now. Because of what Christ has given to us, we DON'T THINK OF OURSELVES first, but rather we are humble and loving. Amen.

May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word.
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