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Tension filled the air as Jesus entered the home of a leader of the religious group known 

to us as the Pharisees.  It was the sabbath, and they had gathered for a meal, but food was the last 

thing on anyone’s mind.  The Pharisees viewed themselves as guardians of the faith, and they 

were trying to determine what to make of Jesus and what to do with Jesus.   

 

As Pastor Hetrick shared with us last week, Jesus had made the Pharisees look really, 

really bad.  They had valued laws and rules over the wellbeing of people, and so when Jesus 

performed a sabbath healing, he exposed their hypocrisy for everyone to see.  Shortly thereafter, 

the Pharisees watched in alarm as Jesus lamented like an ancient prophet about the coming doom 

he foresaw for Jerusalem and its people.  Finally, on the way to the leader’s house, Jesus healed 

yet another person on the sabbath.  This time, the Pharisees didn’t even try to argue or shame 

Jesus.  He had silenced them with his holy defiance and subversive love.   

 

There at the dinner party, Jesus watched and observed as all the attendees jockeyed for 

places of honor and prestige.  The Pharisees were watching Jesus just as intently, and I suspect 

they waited with some apprehension for what he might say.  Would he try to publicly humiliate 

them yet again?  Would he say something heretical to the faith?  Or would he offer an 

observation that was scandalously traitorous to the empire?  Anything seemed possible as the 

tension steadily mounted. 

 

How disappointed and even underwhelmed they must have been when Jesus finally did 

speak.  He didn’t fill the air with fiery, prophetic rhetoric or threaten to destroy his opponents.  

Instead, he began by quoting a small snippet of scripture from Proverbs about modestly selecting 

your seat at a banquet so that you don’t get embarrassed, and then he finished with some advice 

about who to invite to a luncheon or dinner party.  Is that all Jesus had?  Just some advice about 

being a guest and a host? 

 

What Jesus was really saying at that dinner party only makes theological sense when you 

step way back from the party and examine it in the much broader context of the entirety of 

Jesus’s life, ministry, and teachings.  Because no matter how absurd or underwhelming his words 

may have sounded to the Pharisees 2,000 years ago, or even to us today, Jesus was in fact 

sharing a profound vision and explanation of two critically important things: his identity and his 

kingdom.   

 

Let’s start with his identity.  Throughout the Gospels, everyone struggles to make sense 

of Jesus’s identity.  His friends, like the disciples, get it wrong.  His adversaries, like the 
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Pharisees, the Sadducees, and the Romans - they get it wrong too.  To many, he’s nothing more 

than a man.  Some even dismiss him as a hick from Nazareth – the son of Joseph and Mary – a 

mere tradesman from the back woods.  Others at least acknowledge him as a teacher of rare 

wisdom. Peter is the one who rightly proclaims Jesus as the divine Messiah – the Son of God.  

But Peter too falls far short in his understanding of Jesus’s identity.  Because whether they 

regarded him as a man, a god, or both, they all believed his ultimate destiny was to be a bold 

military leader who would mobilize an army, seize power, take control of Palestine, and 

eventually confront even Rome. 

 

But Jesus would prove to be a messiah like no other.  He would be the “suffering servant” 

foreseen by the prophet Isaiah, the one who would conquer sin, death, and the devil, not by fear, 

intimidation, military might, or political power, but by absolute humility.  He would reign not 

from a jewel-encrusted throne but from a coarse wooden cross.  Jesus knew what no others 

knew, and what we even today struggle to understand: evil cannot be conquered by evil.  It can 

only be overcome by humble love. 

 

There’s a story from the early church that memorably illustrates this principle.  It takes 

place in the 300’s and involves a desert monk named Macarius.  As the story goes, Macarius was 

returning from errands when a very angry devil confronted him.  He cried out, "Great is the 

violence I suffer from you, Macarius, for when I want to hurt you, I cannot. But whatever you 

do, I do and more also. You fast now and then, but I never have to eat.  You often keep vigil, but 

I never fall asleep.  Only in one thing are you better than I am."  Macarius said to him, "What is 

that?" and he replied, "It is because of your humility alone that I cannot overcome you."  This is 

what Jesus was trying to teach the Pharisees that day.  Yes, his identity is the Messiah – the Son 

of God – fully man and fully God.  But as Jesus endeavored to illustrate through his parable, he 

will be a Messiah unlike any the world had ever imagined possible.  He will liberate his beloved 

people, not through worldly power, but by humble, sacrificial love. 

 

In the second part of the parable, Jesus taught the Pharisees about his kingdom.  You see, 

Jesus’s kingdom would be just as unprecedented, unconventional, and unexpected as his style of 

kingship.  As Jesus sat there at this prestigious dinner party filled with VIPs, he explained to 

them that when you host a party, don’t invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or 

rich neighbors – people who might be able to return your favor.  Instead, invite people who can’t 

reward you or pay you back, the people who too often become invisible to us: the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, and the blind.  This must’ve sounded like pure nonsense to the Pharisees.  But 

what Jesus was actually saying was downright scandalous. 

 

You see, for the Pharisees, God’s favor came through the right bloodlines and by rigidly 

and unrelentingly keeping the law with exactitude.  In their view, God’s favor is reserved for the 

insiders.  But Jesus proclaims a very different kind of kingdom.  He is the host calling us to his 

banquet.  He is the host who surprises everyone by welcoming the lost, the forgotten, the 

marginalized, the less-than-perfect and – as he would eventually reveal – even the Gentiles.  

Only much later would the Pharisees really figure out what Jesus was proclaiming, but believe 

me - it was just the kind of thing which, in that day and age, could get a guy killed.  Jesus’s call 

to open wide the doors of the Church remains just as challenging today. 
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And so in this parable we have far more than mere advice about attending and hosting 

parties.  For those with the spirit of understanding, we have Jesus unpacking and explaining both 

his astonishing identity as a humble messiah, and the broadly scandalous scope of his kingdom.   

 

One final thing.  What transpired between Jesus and the Pharisees at that dinner party 

2,000 years ago has consequences for us too.  After all, we are the spiritually crippled, lame, and 

blind whom Jesus has scandalously invited into his kingdom.  We haven’t earned our privileged 

place at his table on account of our bloodlines, merits, or righteous works. We are invited in and 

granted a place of honor solely due to Jesus’s merciful love.  We are saved by grace!  What a 

remarkable truth – a truth we tend to take for granted – a truth our world desperately needs to 

hear. 

 

How are we to spread this very Good News?  Through power, intimidation, guilt, or 

might?  No.  We will follow Jesus’s example of humble, sacrificial, servanthood and open wide 

both the doors of our Church and the doors of our hearts and conquer with love.  What was true 

2,000 years ago still remains true today.  Jesus Christ’s full and final victory is experienced not 

through earthly might but humble love – the humble love exemplified by our servant savior and 

Lord, who willingly took his place among the lowest of the low and poured himself out for us. 

Amen. 


