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In our sermons through the summer we are looking together at the stories of Jesus that we 

call parables. Some of these stories are long; some are short. Some of these stories are about 

nature; some are about relationships. Some of the stories are straightforward; some are 

complicated. Almost all of the stories contain within them some element of shock or 

exaggeration. This is how Jesus teaches, not only in his parables but in other parts of his teaching 

as well – shock and exaggeration.  

So Jesus is telling us a story. It’s going along nicely. We say, “This is a good story,” even 
though we may or may not understand what’s going on. And then all of a sudden Jesus 
hits us, as if we’ve been shot with a bullet, and we say “Wait a minute. I’m not exactly 
sure what you’ve said.” Or, “I’m not sure I like what you’ve said. Can this really be the 

case? Do I need to take this exactly as you say it?” And so we’re forced to ask questions 

about what Jesus says. And as soon as we’re forced to ask questions about what Jesus 
says, at that very point I think Jesus smiles – because the last thing that he wants is for us 

to hear what he says and to walk away untouched and unmoved. But now . . . we’ve 
engaged. Now, our minds are working, our hearts are working and at that point Jesus says 

“Okay, think about this with me.”  

So Jesus does this on purpose in a number of his stories and we’re going to find that this is the 
case again in one of the stories today. In both the stories that we have today (and there are two 

stories in Luke Chapter 14 that we’re going to look at), Jesus’ intention is clearly that after 
listening and engaging, we grow in faith, change our lives, and live for the glory of God, with 

God at the center of who we are and how we think. And he also wants us to find our greatest joy. 

Two different stories, both ultimately tied together by the common theme of a banquet. 

So the first story goes like this: somebody’s at a banquet, they’ve been invited to a banquet 
and they have to figure out where they’re going to sit. There is no assigned seating, so they have 

to figure out where they are going to sit; and when there is no assigned seating that can be a bit 

of a trick. In fact when we think about it, we actually spend more time thinking about where we 

are going to sit in life then we could possibly imagine.  

 In fact, here in the church sanctuary we’re in one of those places that when you enter it you 
have to think about where you are going to sit because in a church there is no assigned 

seating. Well there is and there isn’t. There are some folks who officially or unofficially 
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really do have an assigned seat (and by the way I know where you are. And if you’re not here 
I can see that too. That’s the danger of sitting in an assigned seat. I know if you’re there or 
not!!). It’s a tricky thing, isn’t it? Where do I sit? Do I come early, do I come late? What 

happens if I come late? Where am I going to sit? And what if you’re a guest with us this 

morning. I hope if you’re a guest you’ve been treated well, that somebody moved over or 
gave you room and helped you find a seat, showed you a seat where you’re comfortable. Do I 

sit near the air conditioner? Do I sit near the front? Do I sit near the back? There are all kinds 

of questions that you have to ask when you come into a place like this. 

 Or if you’re on the Metro. Do I sit or do I stand? Do I give my seat to somebody else? Am I 

close enough to the door when it comes to my turn to get off, or if I’m seated, will I be able 

to get off at the right stop? There are questions that you have to ask about where you are 

going to sit.  

 Or if you’re in school, for those of you who are in school. Do you sit at the front close to the 

teacher or in the back where the teacher can’t see you, where you won’t be asked any 
questions, where you can fade into the background, and will you be seen even if you sit 

there?  

 When my children were young and they were going to school they were driven to school 

every day. It was about a ten mile journey to the school where they went and there was a 

fight, or at least a tussle, every day as to who could ride “shotgun” in the car, as to who 

would have the best seat (in their opinion) in the car. And the tussle continued until we came 

up with a fairly detailed schedule – a calendar where we had to pinpoint exactly who was 

going to sit where each morning. So we needed these assigned seats even in the car, in the 

vehicle going to school. 

So when it comes to a formal dinner we would expect nothing less than some at least some 

minor complications. And in fact when Emily Post writes about etiquette in the early 1920’s, she 
includes a a massive section on how you assign seating in a formal dinner. This is a big deal! 

Where are people going to sit or where are they not going to sit when there’s a dinner to be had. 
In fact at the beginning of that particular chapter (I just checked it up on the web this past week) 

it’s rather fascinating – at the very beginning of that chapter on what you need to do to do things 

“properly” at a formal dinner, there is, in capital letters (and you know that if you’re writing an 
email then the use of capital letters is the equivalent of shouting!) the following words: NOT FOR 

THE NOVICE TO ATTEMPT. In fact, I suspect that if Emily Post read Jesus’ story about this 
dinner with no assigned seating she would have stopped Jesus before he even got to the point of 

the story, and she’d say, “Wait a minute, Jesus. The problem here is not with the guests. The 

problem is with the host who should have assigned seats to begin with. You should never, never 

have a dinner without assigning seats at the beginning.”  

 But be that as it may, in Jesus’ story the host has not assigned a seat. He’s like Southwest 
Airlines: there are no assigned seats on Southwest Airlines! This is how the host has chosen to 

do it, and now we have the guests arriving and they have to decide where they’re going to sit. 
Decision time! And Jesus says quite simply: if you’re going to sit in the right place (by your 
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opinion or standards), or if you’re going to sit in the right place (in the opinion of others) then 

you need to think ahead. It may seem to be rather trivial, but that’s really the first point that 

Jesus is wanting to make. If you are going to sit in the right seat you need to think ahead. 

Especially if you want to be noticed. Especially if you want to be honored. And especially if you 

don’t want to be embarrassed.  
It’s actually interesting to note that in the first of these two stories in Luke Chapter 14 Jesus 

actually says nothing about whether it’s right or wrong to seek the place of honor. That 

doesn’t mean that’s not an issue, it just means that in this story that’s not an issue as to 

whether it’s right or wrong to seek the place of honor. Jesus simply says that if you’re going 
to do it you need to be smart. You need to think ahead or it will backfire and you will be 

embarrassed.  

There’s no doubt in my mind that Jesus tells this story in part because he knows that some of 
his followers think that in following Jesus what you actually do is leave your mind behind, as if 

you are called by Jesus to commit “intellectual suicide;” you just “let go and let God.” As if you 

don’t even need to think about anything when the Spirit is there. As if you’ll be guided 

automatically through your emotions; as if the Spirit’s interest was only paid to the heart rather 

than the mind. And Jesus needs to deal with this erroneous way of thinking.  

Elsewhere (Matthew 10:16) he said “you need to be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.” 

Innocent as doves? Yes, this is true if you’re my followers. Wise as serpents? Yes, this is true 

too! You must use your mind in my service. You must allow the Holy Spirit to work not only 

in your hearts and some of us need that, but also in our minds and some of us need that.  

So it may be simple, but part of Jesus’ message is quite simply to say to us as his followers 

“Think! Think! Think ahead!  
 Sometimes when you’re in a place where you have to find a seat, sometimes you can aim too 

high and you need to change your way of thinking.  

 Sometimes you need to think lower so that in the end you actually end up in a higher 

position. Be smart! Be shrewd! 

“When you’re invited by someone to a wedding banquet do not sit at the place of honor in 

case someone more distinguished than you has been invited by your host and the host (who 

invited both of you) may come and say to you “Give this person your place!” (It’s awkward, 
it’s embarrassing, it’s difficult and then in disgrace you would start to take the lowest place.) 

But when you’re invited says Jesus why don’t you think about it this way: go and sit down at 
the lowest place (never thought about that!) so that when your host comes he may say to you 

friend, move up higher, and then you’ll be honored (you’ll be taken by the host and lifted up) 

in the presence of all who sit at the table with you. (And then a final statement, indeed a 

promise) for all who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will 

be exalted. 

Think ahead and you’ll get ahead. It seems like secular advice but it is in fact a part of the 

teaching of scripture, not only with Jesus, but especially embodied in the book of Proverbs – 
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good common sense wisdom about how to get on in the world, a world filled with decisions 

which are not massive, ethical decisions but which are nevertheless day-by-day decisions on 

which our life and our happiness are based. Think ahead and you’ll get ahead.  
There’s a young business consultant out there, her name is Erica Dawhan 

(www.ericadhawan.com), who says quite simply you don’t have to be pushy or rude to get 
noticed, and she wants people to be noticed, you just have to use (she says) “connectional 

intelligence.” And I think that’s what Jesus is sharing here. The scripture would call it 

wisdom or sanctified common sense, connectional intelligence – good advice. Jesus is 

somebody who gives us on a very simple level, good advice for life. 

But that’s not all that’s going on here. There’s more going on here and we see this clearly as 

we move on to story number two In Luke 14. This second story is also about a banquet, a 

dinner. But this time the central character is not one of the guests, but the host. This time the 

issue is not where you sit as a guest, but “Who do you invite?” Who do you invite as a guest, to 

be a guest? Jesus says very bluntly indeed,  

“Don’t invite anyone who can repay you. If you’re going to have a dinner party don’t invite 
anyone who can repay you. Don’t invite your family, don’t invite your friends, don’t invite 
the rich, BUT only invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.”  

This is a shocker! But remember the context and Jesus’ teaching style? This is surely one of 

those statements that Jesus makes in order to wake us up and engage us. Some of us will say, 

“Good, I’m off the hook. I don’t ever have to have a dinner party again if I do that.” Others will 

say “But that doesn’t fit with my life.” And I would add, that actually, it really doesn’t really fit 
with Jesus’ life either!  

If Jesus himself were to take his words literally it would turn him into a hypocrite because he 

spent many occasions, many hours eating with other people, often the wealthy, and 

sometimes in places with his friends and his family. One of the most famous occasions is at a 

wedding in Cana, a village in Galilee. We read about it in John 2: he’s there with his mother 
and his followers and his friends and no doubt his relatives. 

So Jesus himself would not take this literally. This is one of those statements which Jesus 

says to us in order to shock us and to make us think.  

 In the first story he wants us to think ahead.  

 Here he wants us to think deeply. What are my motives? What’s going on when I do 
something special? Who am I trying to please? Who is important to me? Am I going to get 

repaid? Am I going to get honor for myself? Who is the most important person I am trying to 

impress?  

Think ahead says Jesus. But also think deeply. If the first story is not about motives the second 

one absolutely is! 

http://www.ericadhawan.com/
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Many years ago I learned a poem which I think God brings back into my heart from time to 

time. It goes like this:  

Father, where shall I work today? And my love flowed warm and free. 

And he pointed out a tiny spot and said tend that for me. 

I answered him oh no not that. Why no one would ever see, 

no matter how well my work was done. Not that little place for me. 

And the word he spoke it was not stern. He answered me tenderly, 

‘Ah, little one, search that heart of thine, are you working for them or for me? 

Nazareth was a little place 

(where Jesus the Son of God, lived . . . the most important person who has ever lived) 

and so was Galilee.” 

Who are we out to impress? There’s a deep hunger in each of us as human beings to be 
noticed and to be cherished, to be valued, to be honored. As Jesus expresses this by the word 

“exalted.” There’s a deep hunger in each of us to be raised up by somebody else, whether in their 

heart, or in their mind or in their words. And in and of itself there is absolutely nothing wrong 

with this. 

In fact, it’s really important to affirm this: in and of itself there is nothing wrong with this. 

Indeed we were created to be noticed and cherished by another. As those made in the image of 

God, we are precious. And when that is not spoken, or affirmed, or when it is denied, there’s a 

sense within us that something is wrong. In fact, the human tendency when we feel unwanted 

and unappreciated is to do awful things, anything, in order to be noticed.  

Children will do this; adults will do this. They will hurt themselves. And frequently they will 

hurt others as well – just to be noticed: begging in perverse ways if necessary for some sort of 

recognition, to meet a need deep within our lives. 

Eight years ago Thomas Friedman in his book, The World Is Flat
1
, said that he thought 

(having talked to Muslim friends) a major issue, not the only issue, but one major issue in the 

turmoil in the Muslim world had to do with the feeling of humiliation – the sense of being 

small in a world in which people were standing tall; the feeling that they were not tall at all. 

Small and nobody noticed or cared or valued or respected them. This may not be the only 

issue, but I certainly believe that it’s also a major issue in pretty much all of the relationships 

in the world around us that appear dysfunctional or irresolvable – whether they are in 

families or in business or between nations (Muslim or otherwise) as well.  

And Jesus knows our need. He knows this, he knows it’s important, and he simply says to us 

through both the stories,  

“When you look for honor, when you want to be noticed, when you want to be valued, you 

really need to look for it in the right place. Use your mind. Think ahead and think deeply. At 

the very least you need to ask yourself who are you out to impress? Whose recognition is it 

that you need? Don’t just ask what you want but that you really need in order to satisfy that 

craving. Are you seeking it from humans? And what humans? Or are you seeking it from 

God?” 
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I was recently discussing somebody’s life with a friend (not someone who lives near 

Washington!). The friend said that the person was a good man, great man but then added, “you 
know, I think he’s spending his life trying to please his mother, whom he has never quite 

satisfied.” And that affects everything. When there is that deep need and we’re trying to please 
another and we can’t do it, we will probably never be natural in our quest for honor in all our 

other relationships: we’ll seek it inordinately from elsewhere. And then there’s the additional 

question, the bottom line question: in seeking honor or recognition, ultimately, are we seeking it 

from humans or from God?  

Francis Schaeffer many years ago (in the late 1960’s) wrote a book called Death in the City
2
. 

And in that book at the beginning of the book, he said ‘our world is starving, and we’re 
seeking to fill the sense of starving with all kinds of things. To meet that need we pursue 

power or sex or money or food. We’re trying to fill that gap within our lives which ultimately 

is a need for recognition. All along, he says, what we really need to fill it with is a lover who 

is infinite and eternal and whose gaze and respect for us never, ever turns away. And he 

says, ‘this is what we have in the love of God made known in Jesus Christ.’ 

Says Jesus, let me give you some good advice. Part of Jesus’ teaching is just that. It is 

wisdom in the great Biblical tradition: good advice, sanctified common sense.  

1. If you want to be spiritual you need to not only use your heart for God but your mind for 

God. Think ahead and think deeply.  

2. And if you want to be honored remember this. Remember this: all who exalt themselves 

will be humbled and oh who humble themselves will be exalted. And more importantly all 

who exalt themselves before God will be humbled. And all who humble themselves before 

God will by God be exalted.  

We may or may not see the fruit of that in this life. Some people do, some people don’t. But, 

says Jesus at the end of the second story, if we follow this precept, if we follow this promise, the 

time will come (at the resurrection if not before) when we will see it bear fruit in all its glory.  

If God, the God who created us, looked down on Jesus at the lowest of low points in his life, 

crucified and dead hanging on a cross, and lifted him up, raised him up from the grave and 

gave him new life and brought him to his right hand, the very throne room of Heaven, then 

will he not do the same for us who humble ourselves at the foot of the cross? Oh yes he will. 

He will lift us up too. Humble yourself before Almighty God and in due time he will exalt you 

(I Peter 5:6). 

Think ahead, think deeply. Make sure that it’s God whose opinion of you is the opinion, the 
recognition, the honor that matters most. 

 

1. Thomas Friedman, The World Is Flat (New York, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005) 

2. Francis Schaeffer,  Death in the City (Wheaton, IL, Crossway Books, 2002) 

 

David A. Renwick   Copyright © 2013   All Rights Reserved. 



7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To listen on line go to:  http://nationalpres.org/~natio100/sermons 

To watch full services go to:     http://www.ustream.tv/channel/nationalpres 
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