Bonnie Stewart

JESUS’ INVITATION TO LIFE

Luke 14-16

KV 16:9
“I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, 
so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”

In this passage I see the Lord who invites sinners to life, which is illustrated as the invitation to the banquet in his kingdom. May we learn the mind and heart of the Lord who searches for the lost and teaches us to be wise in seeking life. May we learn the mind and heart of God our Lord Jesus and dwell in his truth.

I.  When you are invited (14:1-35)

Who is this Jesus who invites sinners to his banquet in the kingdom of God? It is the Jesus who came to eat at a Pharisee’s house though he knew he was being carefully watched. It is the Jesus who healed a man on the Sabbath to reveal the life that comes from God. It is the Jesus who teaches what it means to be humble – that we may be exalted by God. It is the Jesus who calls his disciples to give up their lives in order to follow him. 

We should remember that most of what we have studied during the last two weeks happened after Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem (9:51). He knew it was time to go to Jerusalem to be crucified. But he didn’t stop his ministry abruptly to go directly to the city. He continued to dwell in the mind and heart of the Father, the same reason he resolutely set out for his crucifixion. He was mindful of the work of God and followed it wherever it was. So one Sabbath, Jesus accepted another invitation to eat at a Pharisee’s house. For those who are goal-oriented and business–minded this attitude of Jesus is rather confusing. How could Jesus be mindful of eating if he were resolutely setting out for the mission of being crucified for the sin of the world? Luke tells us the truth of the Lord Jesus through the account of this particular dinner party. 
Jesus wasn’t necessarily at the dinner as an honored guest. Luke tells us that Jesus was being carefully watched. Some might have watched him out of anticipation: what would Jesus do next? But others watched to find fault with Jesus because much of what he did was against their own understandings of how God was supposed to work. Jesus must have known he was being carefully watched. But he didn’t let this hinder the ministry of the work of God. Rather, he took their hostility as an opportunity to minister to the work of God. Luke tells us that he served God in two ways in this passage. Jesus revealed the life that God has brought to his people through the healing of a man suffering from dropsy. 3Jesus asked the Pharisees and experts in the law, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?" 4But they remained silent. So taking hold of the man, he healed him and sent him away. 5Then 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?" 6And they had nothing to say. The religious leaders had nothing to say because they couldn’t deny the truth of Jesus’ words but also didn’t want to give up their understandings of Scripture and the law. Jesus was helping those entrenched in themselves to see the essence of the Scriptures and the law – to give life to those who are dead in sin, to restore the children of God back to their Father. Jesus gave them life by healing the man suffering from dropsy at the cost of his life by challenging them with the truth of God, thus provoking the hatred of those who were supposed to be God’s servants.
7When he noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, [Jesus] 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. 9If 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. 10But 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. 11For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted." As soon as Jesus healed the man with dropsy and taught the Sabbath was meant to give life, Jesus noticed something about the other guests at the dinner where he was invited. Why would Jesus be concerned with the matter of where the guests sat down? Jesus could see what was in the guests’ hearts by how they chose to sit. Those who thought very highly of themselves went to places of honor, not thinking there would be anyone else more important than them at the dinner. Jesus doesn’t deny that a person should be honored, but he says the honor should come from the host who places the important guests at the places of honor. The exaltation should come from the master of the banquet not from the guest himself. Jesus seems to be teaching his guests about humility. But what kind of humility is Jesus teaching? Is it the humility of knowing you deserve a higher place but choosing a lesser one? Or is it not expecting a higher place even though you know you are worthy of one? Jesus himself came down from heaven – the Son of God who became the Son of Man. Jesus didn’t come with a royal entourage or a heavenly bodyguard. He came as a baby in a manager, to be the son of a carpenter. But this is Jesus’ glory – choosing to dwell with his creation; choosing to be like us with our joys and pains in order to give life to those lost in sin and death. He came down from heaven to seek and save the lost, to invite us to his kingdom, and make us wise to the way to life. He did so because that is what God has in his mind. Jesus teaches here the secret that a man is exalted in his life if he honors God who is the Master of our life on earth. What could be the exalted life? It is better to be honored than humiliated even when the honor is an empty one. But being exalted by God perhaps means receiving the fullness of life, something like John the Baptist being honored as more than a prophet. Maybe this is what St. Paul was pursuing all through his life, which he called the prize from above (Phil. 3:14). Again, we should remember that Jesus is teaching what is in the mind of God rather than how we can be winners in the world.
That is why Jesus then turns his attention from the guests of the dinner to the host. 12Then 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. 13But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, 14and you will be blessed. Although they cannot repay you, you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous." Instead of being self-conscious that we haven’t been inviting the right people to have dinner fellowship, Jesus is helping the host and guests, even us, to be mindful of God and what he is doing. As Jesus quoted from the Scripture, he has come to preach good news to the poor, proclaim freedom for the prisoners, and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor. The types of people Jesus told the host to invite are the same people Jesus was sent to save. He came to save those who have no power or respect in society; he came to save those who were lost. Only when we are aware of the power of the resurrection, the power of the new life that has come through Christ, can we even fathom inviting those who can’t repay us to a banquet. But who are the ones who are to be invited? The truth is that no one can pay back God for his invitation. This means the people to invite are those who are better off than ourselves as well as those less well off than us. In other words, we are obligated both to the Jews and to the Gentiles, to the wise and the foolish.  When we see others as those for whom Christ died, we can see the new life that has come and can freely invite them to eat and have fellowship. Jesus said to the host that when he invites these people, then he would be blessed. He will be blessed because he will be united with God in mind and heart just as Jesus was. He will see the restoration work God has brought to culmination in Jesus and rejoice that this work is revealed through the lives of the poor, the cripples, the lame, and the blind. He will rejoice because he can co-work with God as he brings new life to creation through his Son. 

After talking about whom to invite to a banquet, and the resurrection, someone spoke up. 15"Blessed is the man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God." What is this blessing? Jesus goes on to explain in another parable in verses 16-24. 16"A certain man was preparing a great banquet and invited many guests. 17At 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 make them come in, so that my house will be full. 24I tell you, not one of those men who were invited will get a taste of my banquet.' " In his parable, Jesus describes what a blessing it is when one is invited to eat at the feast in the kingdom of God. When God called Israel to be his holy nation, they were the first guests to his banquet. But when they didn’t accept his invitation, God turned to those who weren’t originally invited – the Gentiles. God’s mercy extended to those who were not called because he wanted his house to be full. God sent Jesus to invite the Israelites back to the feast in the kingdom of God. God sent Jesus to bring in those who were poor, blind, crippled and lame. Jesus helped the people to be wise about the way to life, who rejected the invitation, who, being caught up in the activities of the life on this earth, lost sight of the eternal life that has come through Jesus. 
That is why later, when large crowds were traveling with Jesus, he turned to them to say, 26"If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple. 27And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple. Buying a house, starting a job, and even getting married are part of this life and they are important matters for us. Jesus isn’t saying we shouldn’t participate in such things. But he is saying that we shouldn’t think that they are all that life is made up of. When we get carried away with such things, God is missing in the very lives he graciously gave us. When God invites us to his banquet – when Jesus calls us to be his disciples – we shouldn’t be hindered even by our own lives. Jesus’ words to hate our families are very strong. Yet it is not like he says to love our enemies but hate our friends and families. Jesus is teaching that we should be conscious of God and his calling, which is more than just living our lives with the people we like to be around. God is calling us to himself. We can come to him through the practice of going out of our personal prisons to preach the good news to all the world. We must preach the invitation to God’s banquet, which has come through Jesus. There is the fullness of life. Jesus is calling his disciples to live like him, to follow the work of God. It is being united with the mind and heart of the Father who invites sinners to his banquet so that his house may be full. He will be happy, we will be happy, and all his creation will be happy with us.
Jesus then goes on to describe the life of his disciples, who carry the cross of following him. Jesus says, 28"Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? 29For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, 30saying, 'This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.' 31"Or suppose a king is about to go to war against another king. Will he not first sit down and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with twenty thousand? 32If he is not able, he will send a delegation while the other is still a long way off and will ask for terms of peace. 33In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple. 34"Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? 35It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out. "He who has ears to hear, let him hear." Jesus teaches that being his disciple is finishing what we started by knowing how much work is involved as well as being wise about matters like knowing when to fight and when to surrender. So how are finishing what we started and knowing when to surrender related to being a “salty” disciple of Jesus? Being a disciple of Jesus isn’t about following a certain code of behavior or having a static view of God. Being a disciple of Jesus is truly following him, even when sometimes his ways are contradictory. It is following the work of God which is living, constantly on the move and many times unexplainable. When we follow Jesus with our very lives, we can see the mind and heart of the Father who invites sinners to the Banquet. From this aspect, following Jesus as a disciple is the way of seeking life. We can see his work though it might be revealed in ways we wouldn’t expect or wouldn’t want to associate with. As a disciple of Jesus, we should see the glory and life of his death on the cross, which is the cost of the invitation to the Banquet. The honorable labor of discerning the glory and life of Jesus’ death is discipleship; it is accepting his invitation to life. 
II. Those who are dead are alive again; the lost are found (15:1-32)

Jesus taught the extraordinary truth that God was inviting sinners to the banquet in the kingdom of God. He was calling those who were lost to be found in him. He was calling those who were dead in sin to have life through him. Many were gathering to hear Jesus speak the words of life. Even though they were captivated by Jesus’ words, some couldn’t get past the fact that Jesus welcomed sinners and ate with them. This was not how a servant of the Holy Lord should behave. 1Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him. 2But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them." The religious leaders’ understanding of sin and sinners was based on the law that was given to them since the time of Moses. But when they only held on to the law, they failed to see God who gave them the law. He gave the law to find those who were lost in sin, not condemn them. Now Jesus came and revealed the heart and mind of God in words and deeds. So Jesus tells three parables about lost items being searched for at all cost. 3Then Jesus told them this parable: 4"Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? 5And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders 6and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.' 7I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent. 8"Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? 9And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.' 10In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 
In the first and second parables, Jesus describes the heart of each person whose possession was lost. They went to great lengths to find the coin or the sheep and once they did, they were filled with so much joy they even invited friends over to celebrate. Interestingly, Jesus relates this to the exact joy that is in heaven when a sinner repents. Jesus teaches the people that sinners are not to be condemned and brushed aside; they should be seen from Jesus’ perspective – they are children of God who are lost. Jesus describes the search that God has for his children lost in sin in the next parable. 11Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them. 13"Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. 17"When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20So he got up and went to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. While the young son was squandering his inheritance with a selfish life, his father did not abandon him to his fate. He was always on his father’s mind. There must have been people sent out to keep an eye out for his return because even before the young son came to his house, the father saw him a long way off and, filled with compassion, ran to his son and welcomed him. 

21"The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.' 22"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.” When the son repented, all the father wanted to do was restore his son and celebrate his return to the family. But the older son was not so happy to see his brother return. He became angry and refused to join the celebration. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' 31" 'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' " The older brother couldn’t look past the sin of his younger brother so even when his brother repented, the eldest son didn’t want to accept him. He wanted him to be punished instead of welcomed. It just didn’t seem fair that he who never strayed was never given a party but the son who sinned was joyfully welcomed home. But the father revealed what was in his heart to be able to accept his son. 32But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' " The older son was always with the father, and could rejoice in his presence. But when the younger son was found, it was like he came to life again. This parable reveals the joy God the Father has when his children come back to him in repentance. They come to him accepting the invitation to eat at his banquet. The Pharisees thought that once the invitation was rejected, there should be no more mercy. But thanks be to God for his mercy and compassion that when we reject his invitation, he continues to seek the lost who are dead in sin and rejoices when we are found. 
III. You will be welcomed into eternal dwellings (16:1-31)

After teaching the guests at the dinner party about the invitation to the banquet in the kingdom of God and teaching the religious leaders about the seeking of the lost ones of God’s flock, Jesus turns to his disciples. He teaches his disciples to be shrewd and wise in seeking life through the next parables. 

1Jesus told his disciples: "There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions. 2So he called him in and asked him, 'What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.' 3"The manager said to himself, 'What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I'm not strong enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to beg— 4I know what I'll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.' “ In this parable, the manager goes to each of his master’s debtors and tells them to change their bills so that it looks like they owe less than they originally borrowed. It would naturally cause the master to become even angrier with the manager for cheating him out of more money. But that was the shrewdness of the manager, which he used to succeed in his career. 8"The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. Jesus concludes: For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. 9I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. This parable brings up many questions in my mind. How can Jesus commend the shrewd manager and tell his disciples to do likewise? And what does dealing with the worldly people to make friends in the world have to do with the resurrection? I do not think that Jesus encourages his disciples to cheat. I do think, however, that Jesus commended the wisdom of the people in the world. Just as the manager in this parable, people in this world gain friends by managing worldly wealth. We should learn how to use the worldly wealth shrewdly. I think that is the point of Jesus’ teaching.  But why should we be concerned about world matters? Why do we remain here on earth and don’t go directly to heaven when we accept the salvation from Jesus? It reveals that what we do here on earth does matter. We aren’t meant to only receive life for ourselves. The life we are given is at our disposal; however, it is not for spending it as we wish. It is the wealth entrusted to us for his glory. It is given that we may use it to help others to lessen their burdens of life. It is a life that constantly grows just like a child grows into adulthood. It is a life that begets life. This is the abundant life from God the Creator that he brought through his Son, Jesus. This life is his glory. 

So Jesus taught his disciples to be shrewd about the matter of life. That is why Jesus continues with more teachings in verses 10-18. He says, 10"Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 11So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 12And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own? 13"No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 14The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. 15He said to them, "You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God's sight. 16"The Law and the Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that time, the good news of the kingdom of God is being preached, and everyone is forcing his way into it. 17It is easier for heaven and earth to disappear than for the least stroke of a pen to drop out of the Law. 18"Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery, and the man who marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” Being wise about life has to do with serving God, not ourselves. It is actually denying our nature to survive in the world in order to reveal God’s invitation to his eternal Banquet that has come through Jesus, the Christ. 
Jesus then further describes what it means to be shrewd and wise in seeking life. He teaches the parable of a rich man who never once looked at a beggar named Lazarus who suffered at his gate. But when both die, Lazarus was taken up into heaven and the rich man was sent into hell were he was in torment. He saw Lazarus up in heaven with Abraham and asked for relief.  24So he called to him, 'Father Abraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, because I am in agony in this fire.' 25"But Abraham replied, 'Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your good things, while Lazarus received bad things, but now he is comforted here and you are in agony. 26And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, so that those who want to go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.' Abraham revealed a very scary reality. There is a huge chasm between heaven and hell. There is no way to cross from one side to the other. Without Jesus who came to bridge this chasm, all we are left with is eternal agony away from the Father. The rich man did not consider this when he was living in the world. He was not wise in seeking life. So he asked for Abraham to help his brothers who were still alive by appearing to them. But Abraham replies, 31"He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead.' " We can be wise in seeking life when we listen to Moses and the Prophets, when we listen to the Word. We can be wise in seeking life when we realize it only comes from God and has come to all who are lost and broken.  Just as Abraham said to the rich fool even the good news of the resurrection of Jesus who indeed rose from the dead doesn’t help us if we do not listen to him. We should listen to Jesus and seek his mind and heart. He will have mercy on us. 
May we be awakened to the mind and heart of Jesus who invites the lost to the heavenly Banquet so we may have life. 
