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ABST Summer 2018: Lesson 9

July 29, 2018

Parable of the Great Dinner

Purpose: To realize God’s greatest hope and intention for our world.

Scripture Text: Luke 14:15-24

Hearing the Word

 As you begin to prepare and teach this lesson from Luke 14, remember the purpose 
statement and keep it on your planning horizon. It is: “to realize God’s greatest hope intention for 
our world.”

Another Parable

 Our lesson today continues our quarter’s general trend of having Jesus teach by way of 
parable. More than a few of our lessons focused on Jesus’ parables, but of course not all. The so 
called “Parable of the Great Dinner,” however, is the heart of our lesson today. As a teacher, you 
may want to review the brief treatments of parables in lessons 2 and 5. We will also share here 
some additional observations into the parable as a way of teaching or communicating.

 A parable is essentially a short story that illustrates a larger truth—and usually larger 
truths—to those who listen. There are quite often any number of ways to interpret parables. 
Some people falsely believe that there is only one meaning for a parable, but that is true for an 
allegory of which the parable is only a distant literary cousin. 

 Stories in human civilization have been a primary way to communicate matters of 
importance. If we were to look at teaching methods that cultures use to incorporated young 
people into a family or household—a rite of passage—we would note a core element of stories. 
In confirmation our church tells stories about our church’s history to help confirmands feel 
connected to those who have gone before them. Stories often offer spiritual truths and are 
important for several reasons.

 For one thing, as a preacher I know for a fact that few people remember my sermons. Yet 
these same people never forget my stories. Stories aid recollection. Next, we bond emotionally 
with stories. We can feel the action of the narrative and feel the passion of the characters. 
When Jesus tells one of his many parables, then typically hearers relate with one or another 
of the parable’s characters. Finally, in a way that a reasoned argument cannot, parables and/or 
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stories seize our imaginations. The best kinds of communications—television, films, or even 
advertisements—tell a story. We pay attention to stories. Parables are special kinds of stories that 
forces us to make judgments about them. I challenge you to think of a better way by which to 
communicate.

The Context of the Great Dinner

 Today’s parable is a reasonable extension of what has happened in the gospel story that 
Luke is telling. Jesus has gathered guests around a table “in the home of one of the leaders of 
the Pharisees” (Luke 14:1). Jesus sees the guests scrambling for the best seats; He then relates 
a parable—and shrewd guidelines for inviting as a host. We could call Jesus’ story “the Parable 
of the Best Places at Table.” The point of the parable is simply doing what is prudent and 
appropriate when issued an invitation to dine with others at a wedding celebration. Jesus sage 
advice is: “All who lift themselves up will be brought low, and those who make themselves low 
will be lifted up” (Luke 14:11). Jesus follows this parable about conduct at the table with even 
more wisdom. As it turns out, although Jesus seems to be talking about “table manners,” in 
reality Jesus teaches about what blesses people in God’s Kingdom. He tells those guests around 
the table “don’t invite your friends, your brothers and sisters, your relatives, or rich neighbors. 
If you do, they will invite you in return and that will be your reward. Instead, when you give a 
banquet, invite the poor, crippled, lame, and blind” (Luke 14:12-13). Jesus uses the parable here 
and the one to follow (our lesson: Luke 14:16-23) to describe God’s kingdom, which is not for 
solely the elite. God’s grace extends to every person of every social station.

Parable of the Great Dinner

 This parable complements the text of the previous lesson, such as eating in the kingdom 
(Luke 13:29; cf. 14:15) and the rejection of the expected guests (Luke 13:28; cf. 14:24). The 
parable Jesus tells responds to a comment of one of the guests (Luke 14:15). A dinner guest, 
after hearing Jesus’ teaching about how to behave at the table and who hosts should invite said: 
“Happy are those who will feast in God’s kingdom.” Perhaps with a combination of wonder and 
amazement, the dinner guest got the gist of Jesus’ teaching. Yet, Jesus feels like it is necessary to 
further elaborate. This is the impetus for the parable. Nonetheless we can suggest that the dinner 
guest was beginning to see the connection between the great feast and the Kingdom of God.

 The initial reference to eating bread in the kingdom of God we see in verse 15 alludes 
to the great messianic banquet at the eschaton (or the end of the age). This image that extended 
back to the Hebrew prophets. In fact Isaiah 25:6 reads:

    On this mountain,
   the Lord of heavenly forces will    prepare for all peoples
        a rich feast, a feast of choice wines,
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       of select foods rich in flavor,
       of choice wines well refined.

 Like Luke, Matthew too relates a similar “banquet” parable but with some notable 
exceptions regarding content (see Matthew’s parable of the wedding banquet Matthew 22:1-14). 
In Matthew, those invited get two invitations, the servants (plural) who give the invitation are 
mistreated, the original invitees are executed by the host/king, and one of the guests who does 
attend is then thrown out for being improperly dressed. Matthew’s version reads more fierce and 
spiteful. 

 Luke 14:15-24 treats us to a story in which we reason that wedding feasts are grand 
celebrations. These occasions can even last up to two weeks. For this reason a response to the 
invitation becomes important as the host must prepare for all guests. Food for 300 persons is a 
much different proposition that food for 50. Consequently a reply becomes essential. It is the 
polite thing to do. 

 So Jesus tells us that “a certain man” issued invitations to a large dinner. The host sends 
a  servant to summon those invited. Supper is ready. But, we assume, after saying they would 
attend the invited offered excuses and would not attend. There were three excuses posed. One a 
land purchase. Two the “buying of five teams of oxen.” Three “I just got married.” I have heard 
people preach and teach on these justifications. The upshot was the teacher or preacher said 
each was a lame excuse. In truth, however, this is not necessarily so. Economics and money are 
not everything, but they are something. We each need a means to make a living and survive. So 
the first two reasons or so called excuses happen to regard a person’s way of earning a living. 
Making a living has much to do with the well-being of a family. Thus the excuse may not be as 
rickety as it seems in the telling of the parable.

 Concerning the person who had just been married and asking pardon from the invitation, 
seems the most sensible excuse. Hebrew law excuses a man just married from military service. 
For example, Deuteronomy 20:7 reads: “Is there anyone here who is engaged but not yet 
married? He may leave and go back to his house; otherwise, he might die in the battle and 
someone else would marry his fiancée.” To further the point, Deuteronomy 24:5 tells readers: “A 
newly married man doesn’t have to march in battle. Neither should any related duties be placed 
on him. He is to live free of such responsibilities for one year, so he can bring joy to his new 
wife.”

 Before we move on to the rest of the parable, we should address the issue of the excuses. 
If they are not offensive or feeble, as I am suggesting, then why do we see them in a negative 
light with respect to this parable? The answer, I suggest, is not that the excuses are bad in and of 
themselves. Rather they are flimsy in terms of what the host’s invitation represents—eternal life 
in God’s kingdom. The invitation is to feast with God in eternity. To wit: God’s invitation should 



arlingtonmethodist.org
Sermon of Rev. David N. Mosser

trump our agendas no matter how good or noble they may seem to us at the time. It is a matter 
of the divine best overriding all human good. In making these three excuses—two economic and 
one matrimonial—the persons making the excuse simply pursue their self-interest. By rejecting 
God’s (or the host’s) invitation they are not seeking the kingdom of God. As one hymn tells us: 
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto 
you” (UM Hymnal, p. 405).

Now What?

 Rejected by his social peers, the host now reaches out to a lower social group noted by 
the text at Luke 14:13 and 21, although curiously Luke does not order the “poor, crippled, lame, 
and blind” in an identical fashion. Regardless, the host now moves on to a second tier of invitees. 
This means that in the host’s thinking he lifts up the lower social class and lowers his estimate of 
the  higher social class. And yet . . . there is still room.

 In the social reality of religion in Jesus’ time, the Pharisees restricted those whom they 
thought could/would enter God’s kingdom. Because of this opinion, Jesus employs the “Parable 
of the Great Dinner” to portray God’s kingdom. Jesus consistently taught that this kingdom is 
not exclusive. That is, Jesus taught that God’s grace and God’s invitation to the kingdom extends 
to everyone. Because there is still room, the master said to the servant, “Go to the highways and 
back alleys and urge people to come in so that my house will be filled.” Jesus, via Luke’s telling 
of this parable, suggests in the strongest terms that God wants the filling of God’s house. Jesus’ 
parable of the Great Dinner articulates that God offers outcasts a special invitation to the dinner. 
Those who know Luke’s Gospel recognize that Luke has a special regard for the last, lost, and 
least. Luke is concerned, perhaps more than any writer of the New Testament, for those often 
overlooked because of class or gender.

 I suppose we might stamp the three groups represented by the three rounds of invitations. 
The first invitation our host sent to those who should have known better. Perhaps, they represent 
the religious establishment. The second group might have been the Jewish people of the land—
some poor, but mostly those eking out a living day by day. The last group we might see as those 
who had no discernible means of support—say, the homeless and indigent of our society. Jesus’ 
point in the parable is simply that God invites and welcomes all persons into God’s realm.

Seeing the Need

I remember once when I was a stranger and some kindly folks welcomed me into the heart of 
Jesus’ church. In June 1979, I preached my first sermon in my first church where I was the pastor 
“totally in charge.” When I arrived, my nuclear family lived in California, I was fresh out of 
seminary, and I had a beard. I do not need to tell you that these are meager pastoral credentials in 
rural Texas—especially in the county in which the Bishop had assigned me! 
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But the people were kind to me and helped me learn to be a pastor. I had no claim on them, but 
they took me and raised me as their own. In fact, they were so gracious to me that I became 
somewhat suspicious in a curious kind of way. One morning before worship, I cornered three 
older women in the church kitchen and asked them, “Why have you and the church gone so 
far out of your way to make me comfortable and feel so accepted here?” And their answer was 
simple as it was direct: “Because you are one of us.”

Perhaps all of us to be on the lookout for people who need the church. I am not suggesting 
that we raid other churches for members (we can leave this to others). However, on any given 
Sunday, 70% to 80% of our town’s residents will not be in worship. This includes children, older 
folks, and single persons. Maybe we can to help people connect with God and we can invite them 
to the great dinner. After all, someone invited us once. 

Living the Faith

Beginning the Session

 As a teacher make sure you and your class reviews the purpose statement in order to get 
everyone focused on the same perspective on “the Parable of the Great Dinner.” By the way, the 
statement reads: “To realize God’s greatest hope and intention for our world.”

 Then instruct your class (either as a whole or in smaller groups depending upon your 
class size) to compare and contrast the similar parable to our lesson from Luke today, Matthew 
22:1-14. Try to grasp how both Luke and Matthew share a common parable, and yet, each 
evangelist puts his individual stamp on the story. What do you think each intends by their 
particular telling of this parable which obviously has a common source.

Examining the Scripture

Before the United States elected Abraham Lincoln president of the United States, he gave a 
speech known as “A House Divided Against Itself.” The speech warned about the divisions 
that mid-19th century Americans might not overcome. In today’s parable, “The Great Dinner,” 
the story divides people into groups. One is the group who gets the first invitation—probably 
the elite Jewish establishment. The second group is no doubt ordinary Jews who scratched out 
a living with the daily drudgery of work for survival. The third group as mentioned above was 
probably what we might imagine was the equivalent to our modern society’s homeless and 
indigent. Division among people creates enemies and strata of people where none is necessary.

Friedrich Nietzsche, a provocative, and still much quoted, 19th Century German philosopher was 
a severe critic of the Christian religion. He once suggested that “The last Christian died on the 
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cross.” Concerning Christian evangelism, he said: “If the church wants the world to believe in 
redemption, then the church ought to look a little more redeemed.”

There is enough truth in that criticism to trouble those of us who have been involved in the effort 
of evangelism. Most of us could easily recite an occasion or two in which the church has not 
looked very redeemed. There are extreme exponents who are  determined to “have it their way.” 
These people provoke dissension continually. Their failure to get along with others is more often 
than not a reflection of their inability to be at peace within themselves.

I read about a man stranded on a deserted island for several years. The rescue party noticed that 
he had built three separate huts next to each other. When asked what the huts were for, he said: 
“I live in the one in the middle, and I go to church in the one on the right.” When asked about the 
one on the left, he said: “Oh, that’s where I used to go to church.” Some people can’t even get 
along with themselves.

In a town where I was once was pastor, out on the edge of town was a church named the “Wego 
Church.” Intrigued by this name, I called several pastor friends and asked about the church. None 
of them knew how the church got its name. Curious, I stopped at the church one day and asked 
the part time church secretary about the name. She told me an interesting story.

Back in the 1940’s there had been a conflict that divided the church’s membership evenly down 
the middle. Half of the people wanted the church to take one ministry approach, while the other 
half wanted something different. They could not decide. The conflict devastated the church. After 
much debate they decided to separate. One group said to the other, “We go and you stay.” In 
order to commemorate this moment in the history of the church, the dissenting group decided to 
call their new congregation the “Wego Church.”

Sometime the church does not look very redeemed. It is strange—and encouraging—that God 
often uses our failures to the purposes of the Kingdom—no credit to our hard-headedness. Jesus, 
by his parable, taught that there are no insiders and outsiders in God’s kingdom. The parable says 
not only is there room for everyone, but it is everyone that God wants to include. Often we want 
to feel elite and special, but this goes against the grain of what God desires for God’s children.

Applying the Scripture’s Truth

 One of my clergy colleagues told me a story about an immigrant who worked hard in 
America. This worker saved his money to return to Sweden to visit relatives in the old homeland. 
He booked passage on an ocean liner. Before the ship sailed, he laid in an ample supply of cheese 
and crackers. In order to economize, he lived on that simple fare morning, noon, and night. All 
the way across the Atlantic, he ate cheese and crackers.
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 When he walked on the deck, he often saw other passengers going into the fancy dining 
room, and envied them their good fortune, but he also knew he could not afford the fancy meals. 
On the last day at sea, when he could no longer look at another cracker, he decided to splurge, 
and he went with the other passengers to dinner. After the meal, he approached the steward to 
pay the tab. It was then he discovered to his chagrin that the meals were included in the price of 
the trip. He could have been at the banquet table every meal instead of in his room nibbling on 
cheese and crackers.

 People can eat cheese and crackers if they wish, but we are all invited to a banquet. 
Anyone can come. Our lesson has emphasized how some in the religious establishment 
(Pharisees) seem to want to exclude those from God’s kingdom because they see some as 
socially inferior. Authentic disciples of Jesus may genuinely desire to convince others that they 
are welcome in God’s kingdom. Yet often others exclude themselves from God’s Great Dinner 
because they think of themselves as unworthy or, like the Swedish passenger, these folks just 
never get the word. We as disciples of Jesus are those who are like the servant. The host tells 
us to “go to the highways and back alleys and urge people to come in so that my house will be 
filled.” This is our task.

 In 1989 I was serving a church and saw a miracle concerning a Great Dinner. The 
church where I was the pastor was in a community in which many outsiders from other parts 
of the country had moved to work in such corporations like Fischer Controls, IBM, Dell, Texas 
Instruments, and Motorola. Job responsibilities dictated that these families could not go home to 
Minnesota or Pennsylvania or Ohio or New York for Christmas. They were stuck, so to speak, 
in Williamson County for a time generally reserved for family celebrations in their places of 
origin. Also several nearby universities had many foreign students who could not go home for 
Christmas.

 A wonderful church member and professor of history, Dr. Betty Lou (not her real name), 
got the idea of having a giant Christmas feast for all those exiled in Texas. I told her that it was 
an idea that would not work. My family had opened our presents early that Christmas morning, 
as we had young children. Because there was a lull at the parsonage, I ventured down to the 
church around noon to retrieve a book. When I arrived I discovered that the parking lot was full 
of cars and the fellowship hall was teeming with action. People were in the kitchen getting ready 
a large feast of “covered dish” dishes and scores of children were running and playing in the 
gym.

 What I saw that morning in my church was like a snapshot of the Kingdom of God. I told 
her, of course,  that it was an idea that would not work. There were seemingly people from every 
nation, race, age, and tongue there to share the wonder of Christmas with those that they had 
never met before. There were Spanish-speaking people, Africans, Asians, and Europeans thrown 
together with a bunch of old fashioned Americans—and they were having the time of their lives. 
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Despite the fact that they were not with their own blood families on this family day, they had 
created their own version of a new family. I told her that it was an idea that would not work.

 When Betty Lou saw me gawking at the assembly of people, most of whom I had never 
seen before, she shouted, “Oh good. Here’s the preacher. Let’s say grace.” As I prayed I couldn’t 
help thinking about that crew that God assembled at Jesus’ birth—astrologers from the East, 
shepherds, angles, two bewildered parents, and an onlooker or two. 

 The miracle of Christmas is that from many people, God has created one people. I told 
her that it was an idea that would not work. Yet now that I look back on that day it was a Great 
Dinner that everyone seemed to relish. Somehow God had a hand in all of it. Still, despite our 
economic, political, ethnic, or language differences, God calls us to be one people.

Optional Activities

 Someone once told me, in all seriousness, that humor has no place in the church. I 
laughed out loud. Without a sense of humor we would be lost. So much of life is serious that we 
need the balance that humor offers.  To that end, divide your class into small groups of say 4 
to 6 people. Make sure everyone has a Bible to use in class and the translation does not matter. 
Then have each person in each group read the lesson, Luke 14:15-24, silently and imagine how it 
played out in people’s minds as Jesus told “The Parable of the Great Dinner.”

 Next have each group create a similar scenario to that of Jesus’ parable. It could be an 
invitation to a ball game or a political convention—perhaps a men’s Tupperware party? Coming 
up with bad or pitiful excuses as a small group can illustrate how pathetic adults can be when we 
try to come up with explanations to avoid doing something we don’t want to do. Not only do we 
all do it, but this exercise will be fun.

As a small group compose a realistic parable about the excuses adults sometimes offer. Then plan 
how to play act it out in the front of your class. Try to make sure and illustrate the focal point of 
Jesus’ parable.                                                             


