Who’s At Your Table?
Luke 14:1-14

In 1967 Columbia Pictures released a movie
called “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?” Set
in the 1960’s, this comedy tells of a dinner
party given by a bride’s parents to meet her
fiancé, and his parents. The comfortable
middle-class existence of the bride’s white
parents is disrupted when they find out that the
groom is black. Nor are the groom’s parents,
also invited to dinner, happy to find that their
son is going to marry a white girl. Today
interracial marriages are somewhat more
common place. But you can imagine how
radical the idea was in the 1960°s and how
radical this movie was when it was made. The
dinner would have been a strange and awkward
meal, indeed.

Far more often than in other gospels, according
to Luke’s story, Jesus and his friends always
seem to be eating someplace. Sometimes, they
were expected, planned, invited meals. Other
times, though, it seems to be more of a surprise,
and gets awkward. Can you imagine what
would happen if someone said, “Guess Who’s
Coming to Dinner? It’s Jesus!” When
Zacchaeus, that wee little man, invites Jesus to
his house, can you imagine the reaction? When
Jesus eats at Mary and Martha’s, he gets caught
up in their sibling disagreement over how they
should treat their guest. The last time Jesus ate
at the house of a Pharisee, in Luke 11, it got
really awkward, as the Pharisees complained
Jesus hadn’t been ceremonially washed first,
and Jesus proceeds to pronounce a series of
woes against the Pharisees. Jesus contrasted
their detailed fulfillment of rules and
regulations of their own making with their
neglect of the love of God.

In today’s lesson, we see Jesus a part of an
awkward meal. He has been invited to dine at

the house of a ruler of the Pharisees, but it
doesn’t seem to be a fun occasion. Instead, the
Pharisees are watching Jesus, waiting to trip
him up. I felt that way a couple of weeks ago,
sitting across from two fraternity house moms
at a wedding reception and realizing it had been
too long since I’d sat through an etiquette
dinner.

And then, as the Pharisees are watching Jesus,
someone comes along who has dropsy. We’d
call it edema today, it’s a condition of swelling,
caused by water retention in the body. It wasn’t
only uncomfortable and disfiguring. Someone
suffering from the condition was considered
unclean. And as they’re watching him, Jesus
heals the man. Despite it being on the Sabbath,
despite dealing with someone whose
uncleanness might be “caught,” Jesus welcomes
the man.

Then Jesus turns the tables on the Pharisees. He
starts observing them. He starts watching them.
He watches where they sit, and how they watch
where everyone else sits. And as he does so he
tries to teach them.

Most movies about high school begin with a
map of the cafeteria, showing which group sits
where. Jocks over here, nerds over there, the
popular girls in the middle, the loners off in the
back. Try and sit in the wrong place, and you
risk getting mocked, food dumped over you, or
worse. You have to know where to sit when
you eat.

It doesn’t get any easier as you grow up. As
school begins, who are you inviting to sit with
you? After the forced fun interactions of
Destination Iowa State and now getting through
the first week of classes, who are you sitting



with? Who will you sit with when you eat in
Seasons or at the MU or at another dining hall
on campus? Who did you invite to your tailgate
tent? Who do you invite do business lunches?
Do you have lunch meetings with your boss, or
does the whole office go out to lunch without
you? How does your family sit at gatherings?
Who sits with whom at the wedding reception?

In Jesus’ day, the rules of table fellowship were
strict. You would only eat with those on the
same level as you. You would only eat with
those who were ceremonially clean, with those
who were as righteous as you were. Eating with
someone meant that they were as close as
family, and that came with a lot of obligations,
so you were careful who you invited to a meal.
You have to know who will eat with you.

Even within that group, though, there were
levels. Among your peers, you wanted to be
seen as the most important. You wanted to be
seated closest to the host. You wanted those
who were closest to you to see that you were
better than they were, that you were more
respected, more well liked, more in favor than
they were. It was a chance to show off, to be
seen. Where you sat showed your position in
society.

Most of the time when we think of how God is
at work in our lives, when we think of what is
wrong in the world and what we need, we focus
on sin and forgiveness. Something different is
at work here: shame and honor. “Do not sit
down in a place of honor.” When you’re
bumped by your host, “You will begin with
shame to take the lowest place.” Watch TV,
watch life around you, and you’ll see we
Americans are increasingly honoring those
aligned with our side and shaming those with
whom we disagree. It’s what the Pharisees did
and still do. Sitting with Scripture gives us new
perspectives on life, like shame and honor, and

yes, roots them in right and wrong, the
forgiveness of our sins.

Jesus tries to teach the Pharisees. He tries to
open their eyes to see that the Sabbath is a time
for saving life, not seeking to destroy it, for
experiencing the love of God, not for practicing
hatred. Jesus will continue to teach this until
they kill Him for it and then, when He dies on
the cross to forgive all sin, the table will be
opened to celebrate God’s unfailing love.

Jesus offers us just a glimpse of what the
Kingdom of Heaven will be like as this section
of the Gospel closes with a parable. Jesus
prophesies of a feast where “the poor, the
crippled, the lame, [and] the blind” are present.
In His ministry of mercy, Jesus will open the
Kingdom of Heaven to everyone who does not
deserve it and to anyone who can never repay
Him for the gift He gives. God’s Kingdom
comes by grace. God surprises us with the
power of His love to bless any table.

That meal we call the Last Supper was perhaps
the most awkward of the meals Jesus attended.
Among those who ate with him were Judas,
who would betray him; Peter, who would deny
him; Thomas, who would doubt him; and the
others, who would abandon him. Knowing what
they would do, Jesus was with them anyway.
He ate with them anyway. Despite the shame
they would bring him, he honored them and
took all of their shame with him to the cross.

Jesus is the ultimate host. On the night of his
betrayal, he told his disciples, “I have earnestly
desired to eat this Passover with you before I
suffer” (Luke 22:15). Yes, Jesus welcomes
sinners and eats with them. At the Lord’s
Table, he even welcomes sinners like us. For in
the Lord’s Supper, he is at once both meal and
host, welcoming us to his Table to receive his



body and blood for the forgiveness of sins.
“Take and eat,” Jesus says. “Take and drink.”

The Book of Revelation describes the joyous
wedding feast of the Lamb on the Last Day
when the devil is defeated and the world is
made right. “Blessed are those who are invited
to the marriage supper of the Lamb.” Today
Jesus invites you to come to him by faith and
join him in a feast that will never end. Because

of what Jesus has done, we have a place at the
table. Thanks be to God for that.
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