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Introduction 
 Have you guys noticed yet that the Jesus we meet in the Gospels, especially in 
Luke’s Gospel, can be extremely comforting at times, but at other times extremely 
uncomfortable?  By that I mean some of the stuff he says is quite radical and if we take it 
to heart it pushes us out of our comfort zone a bit.  Time after time when I come to Jesus’ 
words I find myself feeling quite convicted and bothered because he just doesn’t let me 
feel good about my current way of life. 
 Let’s just remind ourselves of some of the things that we’ve heard Jesus say to us 
in Luke only since I’ve been here.  “Take care, and be on your guard against all 
covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (12:15).  
And we say to ourselves, “Ah man, I wish he didn’t say that because I really wanted to go 
shopping this week.”  Or when Jesus says, “Do you think that I have come to give peace 
on earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division.  For from now on [families will be divided 
against each other]” (12:51-2).  And we think, “I already have enough family difficulties.  
I’d prefer for Jesus to fix them.”  Or when Jesus turns the discussion about tragedy 
around and says, “unless you repent, you will all likewise perish [in Hell]” (13:5) and we 
say, “Oh no, not the h-word again.  I’d prefer not to think about that, thank you very 
much.” 
 Do you see what I mean?  He’s a bubble popper, he’s a party pooper, he rains on 
our parade down easy street.  Most of what Jesus says is hard stuff, even counter intuitive 
stuff sometimes and I admit my immediate reaction is to try to downplay it, find excuses, 
find loopholes, explain it away in order to allow myself to continue with business as 
usual without getting my feathers ruffled too much.  But folks, let us not do this with 
Jesus.  Heaven help us to not tame him.  We can’t brush off his radical teachings or water 
them down.  Jesus is radical.  My job is to give it to you like it is and I hope that you will 
keep me accountable to that and not let me preach what people’s itching ears want to hear 
(cf. 2 Tim. 4:3).  If I preach sermons and no one gets a little uneasy, no one ever feels 
challenged and convicted, then I’m doing something wrong because Jesus’ message was 
all about doing this. 
 Our faith rests upon the concept that the narrow way is the blessed way and that it 
leads to eternal life.  That though Jesus’ message seems difficult, even backwards at 
times, and though it requires self-denial, in the end we believe (and we keep reminding 
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ourselves over and over again with Scripture’s promises) that it is the best way to live; 
that there is great joy in taking up our cross and following him.  Jesus doesn’t let us feel 
good about our easy, lazy, comfortable lives because he knows there’s something better 
for us if we’ll just take him up on it.  Let’s not ignore him for the sake of our temporal 
comfort; let’s not settle for second best. 
 Brothers and sisters, let’s listen with open hearts to our Lord today and let’s obey 
him in faith.  His words will cut to our hearts for he’s going after our supposed piety.  
He’s attacking empty religiosity.  It may be hard to hear because it’s a little too close to 
home, but it’s imperative we hear it.  What it is that Jesus wants us to hear is just this: 
Don’t fall into the trap of false religion.  Beware of compassionless, prideful, self-
seeking and all-together empty religion.  As ‘religious’ people we need to sit up and 
listen to this text today.  But before we go any farther, let’s ask the Lord’s help… 
 
Pray 
 
(1) Another Sabbath Healing (vv. 1-6) 
 The Pharisees were the popular religious sect of Jesus’ day and they were like the 
religious conservatives of the 1st century.  Jesus said of them that “they sit in Moses’ seat.  
So you must obey them and do everything they tell you [their theology was orthodox].  
But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach” (Mt. 23:2-3).  As 
we’ve seen clearly in going through Luke, Jesus did not have much respect for the 
Pharisees’ ways.  If you’ll remember in Luke 11 he pronounced six fairly impassioned 
woes on them, complaints against their hypocrisy.  By the end of Jesus’ rant the feeling 
of dislike was entirely mutual because we read that “When Jesus left there, the Pharisees 
and the teachers of the law began to oppose him fiercely and to besiege him with 
questions, waiting to catch him in something he might say” (11:53-54). 

Last week we saw that they were sneakily trying to get rid of Jesus and send him 
off to Judea.  We saw there, however, that no one tells Jesus what to do.  He is not subject 
to anyone’s plans but his own and he will get to Jerusalem in his own time and when he 
does he will die by his own choosing in order to effectively save the elect few.  So what 
do the Pharisees do?  They invite him over for a dinner party! 

The whole thing is a trap from the beginning.  First of all, it’s on a Sabbath.  Do 
you see that right off the bat in v. 1?  Secondly, it says that they were watching him 
closely.  They were luring him into a trap and surprise, surprise who should show up but 
a very sick man… on the Sabbath… under the scrutiny of the Pharisees.  They thought 
they had worked on their arguments since the last time when Jesus had humiliated the 
synagogue leadership after a Sabbath healing (13:10-17), so they set the bait and planned 
to reel Jesus in. 

But as we will see today and next week at this dinner party the Pharisees got more 
than they bargained for.  They thought they had Jesus right where they wanted him: on 
their own turf and walking into their preplanned trap.  But things turned around as 
quickly as a WWF wrestling match.  Jesus comes out of the gate kicking.  Before the 
Pharisees had a chance to get settled in, Jesus goes on the offensive against the Pharisees 
and the experts in the law with, “Hey, what do you guys think?  Is it lawful to heal on the 
Sabbath or not?” 
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Behold, all of a sudden there mysteriously shows up at the house of this 
prominent Pharisee a man suffering from dropsy – a condition where the torso of 
someone’s body drastically swells up with fluid, usually due to the failure of an organ 
and usually fatal.  The NIV doesn’t translate this word, but the text actually says that 
Jesus answers them.  If you have the NASB you’ll notice it says, “And Jesus answered 
and spoke to the lawyers and Pharisees, saying, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath, or 
not?’” 

But what’s he answering?  They didn’t directly ask him a question.  Unless Luke 
is telling us that Jesus has correctly figured out that the whole thing was staged.  They 
were challenging him and Jesus recognizes the challenge and answers it with an offensive 
question.  “What does the law say about healing on the Sabbath?” 

They were at a loss for words.  They obviously weren’t ready for Jesus to direct 
the attention to them and put the pressure on them.  They responded with silence.  What a 
pathetic trap.  Therefore, Jesus grabs hold of this man, heals him, and sends him away; 
right under the noses of the Pharisees.  It’s kind of a humorous scene.  It’s as if Jesus is 
saying by his actions, “What do you sorry hypocrites think about this?” Ba-da-bing, ba-
da-bang, ba-da-boom.  The man’s stomach deflates like a balloon and he goes on his 
merry way out the door. 

Then Jesus explains himself with a line of reasoning that sounds extremely 
familiar to the Sabbath healing back one page in chapter 13.  “Then he asked them, ‘If 
one of you has a son or an ox that falls into a well on the Sabbath day, will you not 
immediately pull him out’” (v. 6)?  It’s phrased in such a way grammatically that it 
expects a positive answer.  In other words Jesus says, “If your son or ox would fall into a 
pit you would immediately lift him out on the day of the Sabbath!”  Duh!! 

And in response they were not able to reply to this.  This encounter ends the same 
way the one in chapter 13 did.  Jesus wins hands down.  Their trap had failed miserably.  
There was nothing they could say.  And so they must have been thinking to themselves, 
“That didn’t go very well.  What have we gotten ourselves into with this meal?”  Jesus 
has trapped them because if they object to his argument they uphold their comfortable 
interpretation of the law, but they appear to object to this miraculous healing; but if they 
agree with it, well, they would have to side with Jesus – and they don’t want to do that. 

The application of what Jesus is saying is also very similar to that of the healing 
of the bent over woman in chapter 13.  That is that religion has somehow gotten in the 
way of compassion.  They have all the external trappings, but they’re missing the heart.  
These people had contrived an elaborate religious system to feel good about themselves 
and allow them to ignore the needs of people.  Actually this is a theme that Luke has 
harped on – that “excuses for failing to show compassion, even those that might look 
pious, are not excuses at all,” as Darrell Bock points out, “The sheer repetition of these 
themes shows how Luke worked to make this point.”1 

Bock notes that the repetition of this theme “may grate on the patience of Luke’s 
readers [that’s us],”2 but it’s because Luke thinks this is such an important message.  So if 
Luke keeps bringing it up, it won’t hurt for us to remind ourselves of the truth as well; the 
truth that false religion is compassionless and its inverse that true religion is filled with 
compassion for people.  Jesus undresses the religious Pharisees in front of us in order to 
expose their cold-hearts and warn us against being that way ourselves. 
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The hypocrisy of pulling an ox out of the well on the Sabbath, but not allowing a 
dying man to be healed is easy for us to make parallels to.  We can point to members of 
the Sierra Club who hug trees but are also adamantly pro-choice.  A parallel to pulling a 
son out of a pit on the Sabbath but not permitting the healing of a desperate person could 
be likened to Peter Singer, the Princeton ethicist who promotes infanticide and euthanasia 
on utilitarian grounds, but spends large amounts of his own money to keep his elderly 
mother with Alzheimer’s alive. 

But perhaps a better parallel would be the pro-life person who doesn’t concern 
himself one bit with pregnant teenagers or poor, inner city women who don’t think they 
can afford to have another child.  Jesus would definitely be pro-life, but he’d also be the 
biggest supporter of crisis pregnancy centers like CareFirst in Chicago that gives free 
medical care, classes, clothes, counseling, compassion to women faced with abortion.  
And he’d also be the biggest opponent to Christians who don’t give a rip about the 
women who are facing these temptations.  Do you see what I’m saying? 

Last time I mentioned the Christian who adamantly opposes the gay agenda, but 
does nothing to help homosexuals find forgiveness and freedom in Christ and even 
harbors hatred/disdain for them.  There are many other examples like the Christian who 
hides in ‘compassionate conservatism’ but really has no heart that breaks for the poor.  
I’m not saying you have to do something every time you see a homeless person on the 
street, but if your heart does not feel a thing, one ounce of pity, when you walk past then 
there’s something wrong. 

It’s easy to be on the right side of the moral debates, but it’s hard to actually live a 
life of compassion.  But that’s what following Jesus means.  We speak truth in love (Eph. 
4:15).  Where there are hurting people, that’s where Jesus would be.  He saw extending 
his hands of compassion as an essential part of his mission.  I just wonder if we have 
turned our Christianity into something that lacks this kind of heart.  I wonder if we do 
what we do and totally ignore the call for compassion because that would be too hard.  If 
we have, then our religion is like the religion of Amos’ day to which God said, “I hate, I 
despise your religious feasts, I cannot stand your assemblies” (Amos 5:21).  A heartless 
faith is worthless in God’s sight.  False religion is compassionless. 

 
(2) How To Be A Dinner Guest (vv. 7-11) 
 These Pharisees and religious elites had invited Jesus to a meal in order to trap 
him and discredit him.  We saw that they were watching him closely, but Jesus foiled 
their plans and showed the bankruptcy of their religion by healing the man with dropsy 
and showing how silly their objections to it were.  Now the tables are turned and we see 
in v. 7 that Jesus is closely watching them.  And what is he noticing? 
 He’s noticing that when these religious hot shots come in to the room they seek 
out the places of honor to sit at.  Now the picture you have in your mind of this setting 
may be a bit off.  You see there would be little couches for two to four people to lie on 
and these couches would be arranged in a U formation.  The host would sit at the base of 
the U with the most important people on his left and right and the least important people 
at the far ends of the U. 
 Jesus is probably sitting at the far end of the U (think about that for a minute, the 
one who is before all things and in whom all things hold together) and he’s noticing that 
these people love to be in the seats of honor.  They seek them out.  It’s a tendency that 
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he’s noticed before.  Remember one of those six woes was, “Woe to you Pharisees, 
because you love the most important seats in the synagogues and greetings in the 
marketplaces” (11:43). 
 So Jesus tells a parable – “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.  
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.  But [instead] 
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” (vv. 8-10). 

Jesus gives an illustration of Proverbs 25:6-7 which says, “Do not exalt yourself 
in the king’s presence, and do not claim a place among great men; it is better for him to 
say to you, ‘Come up here,’ than for him to humiliate you before a nobleman.”  In other 
words, Jesus is saying to these religious leaders, “Don’t think too highly of yourselves.  
It’s better to underestimate yourself and get recognized by someone else than it is to 
overestimate yourself and be humiliated by others.  Don’t be so vain and cocky.  Be 
humble.” 

Then Jesus cites the ground for this advice to be humble.  He says, “Everyone 
who exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (v. 11).  
This is God’s moral framework for the universe.  It has always been that way.  Despite 
Nietzsche’s claims, humility is a virtue.  Once again Jesus is echoing a Proverb.  This 
time Proverbs 3:34 – “He mocks proud mockers but gives grace to the humble.” 

The whole book of Proverbs if filled with similar ideas about the haughty and 
arrogant like, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall” (16:18).  
There are numerous stories from Israel’s history like the fact that he chose the least of all 
nations to be his own (Deut. 7:7) or the story of King Nebuchadnezzar (cf. Daniel 4:28ff) 
that illustrate the virtue of humility and the vice of pride. 

In fact, all throughout salvation history God is about “bringing down the mighty 
from their thrones and exalting those of humble estate” as Mary says in her Magnificat 
(Luke 1:52) and this pattern culminates in the life of Christ who washed his disciples feet 
and who as Paul put it “being in the very nature God, did not consider equality with God 
something to be grasped [onto], but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a 
servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he 
humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  Therefore God 
exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at 
the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Php. 
2:6-11).  Paul says we should have this same attitude. 
 Religion like that of these Pharisees, that is false religion, is proud.  And 
conversely true religion is humble.  Pride is an insidious sin that attacks us from so many 
different angles, but I wonder how many times we allow pride to use the vehicle of our 
religion to puff us up, to make us feel better than others, rather than humble recipients of 
God’s sheer grace.  We have our Christianized versions of status – I’ve struggled with 
this a lot.  At Wheaton I had pumped into my head that I was going to the Harvard of the 
Christian colleges.  I’m not sure what it is for you, but search yourselves.  Jesus is saying 
don’t fall into the trap of a false religion that’s prideful. 
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  My wife’s grandfather, a PhD and university professor who has edited one of the 
standard textbooks in his field, doesn’t tell this story, but I heard about it from someone 
else.  He was visiting a church one time and after the sermon he greeted the preacher on 
the way out and told him, “I really enjoyed that sermon this morning, Pastor Brown.”  
And the preacher corrected him saying, “That’s Dr. Brown.”  Andrea’s grandpa simply 
responded, “Well, my name’s Mel.  It’s nice to meet you.”  “Everything they do is done 
for men to see: They make their phylacteries wide and the tassels on their garments long; 
they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 
they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi’” (Mt. 
23:5-7). 

I could preach a whole series of topical sermons on pride.  I don’t have time to 
fully explore it here, but I hope the Lord is working on our hearts to make us a humble 
people.  Is our religion an attempt to get the praise of men or of God?  It’s the truly 
humble who will be exalted (that’s what’s called a divine passive, meaning God is the 
one who exalts) and it’s the proud that will be brought down ultimately by God.  What 
does the prophet Micah, who is decrying the empty religion of the Israelites of his day, 
distill genuine faith down to?  He says, “What does the Lord require of you?  To act 
justly and to love mercy [there’s that compassion thing again] and to walk humbly with 
your God” (Mic. 6:8). 
 
(3) How To Be A Dinner Host (vv. 12-14) 
 Jesus has just told us how to be a dinner guest, now he tells us how to be a good 
dinner host.  “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’” (v. 12).  This sounds kind of crazy, because 
Jesus is saying, “Watch out that you don’t get repaid!”  Jesus noticed that such a quid pro 
quo was how the religious leaders operated and he says don’t do that. 
 “But when you give a banquet,” Jesus says, “invite the poor, the crippled, the 
lame, the blind, and you will be blessed” (vv. 13-14a).  Talk about upside down.  This is 
a complete reversal of the way things normally happen.  People want to socially 
schmooze with people they’re comfortable with, with people they know, with important 
people.  Such circles are fun and beneficial if you can get in.  But Jesus says to seek out 
the social misfits, the ignored, the people who can’t give you anything in return.  Instead 
of seeking upward mobility, seek to serve.  Give to those who can’t give back to you. 
 This is not the way the world’s social scenes work, is it?  But is it how the church 
works, or have we become just like everyone else?  Two Sundays ago I pointed out 
Luke’s emphasis on the inclusiveness of the kingdom of God – it’s wide open to all.  But 
how many times do we, as religious people, exclude others from our circle for 
illegitimate reasons?  Are we proactively seeking out the lost, the broken, the alcoholics, 
the people with messed up lives, the poverty stricken, the criminals and prisoners, the 
single moms, the people dying of AIDS or do we avoid them.  Are we happy as a church 
to simply target those who can pay us back somehow, whether it’s with influence, or 
intelligence, or money, or talents. 
 Jesus is saying that false religion is self-seeking.  The inverse of that would be 
that true religion seeks the well-being of others.  The Pharisees were not concerned with 
the bottom of the social barrel.  What could such people do for them?  Jesus undresses 
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their lack of concern for anyone else except themselves and warns us against falling into 
such a trap.  It’s the danger of living for earthly repayment, for ease, convenience, 
comfort, and tranquility. 
 He’s not saying that we can never have family get-togethers for Thanksgiving or 
just hang out with our friends.  Jesus would hang out with his friends or enjoy a restful 
afternoon at the home of Mary and Martha.  But when is the last time you’ve spent a 
Friday night at the Joshua Center or had someone over to your house for a holiday who 
didn’t have anywhere to go?  Do you shy away from such things or do you give of 
yourself generously? 
 Oh how I want to be somebody who takes his eyes off of himself and pours his 
life out into other people – people who can’t repay me in any way, people who are 
desperately needy.  That’s what I want everyone here to be like “for whoever wants to 
save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for [Jesus] and for the gospel will save 
it/find it” (Mk. 8:35; cf. Mt. 10:39).  Jesus said to invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, 
and the blind and you will be blessed!  “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 
20:35) and yet we want to hold onto our blessings with clinched fists instead of opening 
them up and giving them away freely so that we have open hands to receive more. 

I want to be this person, I want you to be this person, I want our church to be this 
kind of church.  What this will mean for us as a church, I’m not entirely sure yet.  Keep 
thinking about this passage in light of our church.  Be thinking how you’d feel if 
someone sat next to you in the pew and smelled kind of funny.  Be thinking how you’d 
feel if someone in your small group struggled with depression and suicidal thoughts.  Be 
thinking about the possibility of living in a rough neighborhood or adopting crack babies.  
If we take our Lord’s teaching seriously and we don’t want to be religious people who 
just scratch each others’ backs, then it will have to mean doing something.  And it will be 
something uncomfortable.  It will mean losing our lives for Christ’s sake.  And we can do 
this because of the promise of v. 14 – “For you will be repaid at the resurrection of the 
righteous.” 
 Proverbs 19:17 says, “He who is gracious to a poor man lends to the Lord, and He 
will repay him for his good deed.”  How can we pour out our lives day after day, year 
after year and get nothing physical back in return (no money, no recognition even)?  By 
banking on the fact that we will be rewarded in the life to come.  This takes faith, but this 
is one of the central tenets of our faith – that there’s more to life than just these 50, 60, 70 
years in this existence.  There will be a resurrection of the unrighteous to eternal 
punishment and the righteous to eternal life (cf. Mt. 25:46). 

It’s this kind of eternal perspective that can cause someone to give and give and 
give and give.  It’s seeing life through this lens that can allow us to reach out to the poor, 
the crippled, the lame, and the blind instead of our friends, our brothers, our relatives, or 
our rich neighbors.  If we know that this life is but a vapor and that when we’ve been 
there 10,000 years we’ll have no less days to sing God’s praise, then we can say with 
Hudson Taylor, the famous missionary who spent his life bringing the gospel to China 
despite many trials and sufferings, “I never made a sacrifice.”3 
 Too many religious people and too many churches don’t seek out the hopeless, 
confused, and torn, but rather fellow self-reliant, put together, and likeable people.  Such 
is a false religion. 
 



8 

Conclusion 
I love it when God does things like he did last week – just little providential 

arrangements where God says, “Hey Nathan, remember me?”  You see, I go to a monthly 
fellowship of area pastors where we have a guest speaker over a brown bag lunch and 
discuss topics of theology and ministry in order to sharpen each other and keep our minds 
sharp.  This last week we had Scot McKnight who used to teach at Trinity and is now at 
North Park come and speak to us about his new book, The Jesus Creed.  The whole 
premise of this book is that if you want to have a true, living religion following Jesus then 
you have to follow the Jesus Creed. 

What’s the Jesus Creed?  It’s Jesus’ amended version of the shema, the central 
creed of Judaism: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your 
strength.”  To which he adds, “Love your neighbor as yourself” from Lev. 19:18.  Jesus 
said all the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Mk. 12:28-34).  
To Jesus this is what it was all about: love of God and love of others.  This is the center 
of true religion and the rest of the NT fleshes this out.  When I heard this I thought, hum, 
this is really what I’m preaching on this Sunday. 

I don’t want to be a religious guy who doesn’t love people.  I don’t want to be a 
religious guy who is caught up with himself.  And I don’t want to be a religious guy who 
only looks out for himself instead of giving of himself to others.  We should all humbly 
recognize how sin-sick and needy we were and are and that God reached out to us in 
Christ and invited us to himself “while we were still sinners” (Rom. 5:8).  “God has 
poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 5:5), therefore we have love 
to give. 

“We love because he first loved us.  [And therefore] if anyone says, ‘I love God,’ 
yet hates his brother, he is a liar.” (1Jn. 4:19-20).  James 1:27 says, “Religion that God 
our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their 
distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.”  This stuff is hard for me.  
I wish this stuff wasn’t there sometimes.  But I ask for your help in obeying our master.  
Let’s remind ourselves and hold each other accountable to the fact that there’s something 
better out there than the American dream, something better than the comforts of false 
religion; that there’s something eternal.  And let’s live like we believe it. 
 
Benediction 
May you go forth “loving him with all passion and intelligence and energy, and loving 
others as well as you love yourself.” (The Message).  Amen. 
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Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 17, 2004.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
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find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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