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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Over the course of the past several weeks we have been following 

Jesus and hearing him call sinners to repentance.  He has spoken plainly.  

"Repent or perish."  He has used illustrations.  "Make every effort to enter 

through the narrow door."  He has spoken in parables.  "What is the kingdom 

of God like... It is like a mustard seed…. It is like yeast."  He has spoken 

with a power and authority that testified that his message was true.  He 

reached out and touched a woman who had been bent over and crippled for 

eighteen years.  "Woman, you are set free from your infirmity," were his 

words.  And the woman was cured.   

 And yet in spite of it all there were still many who would not repent--

and more, there were still many who were committed to the destruction of 

the Lord.  Last week we heard that Herod Antipas was looking either to do 

away with the Lord completely or at least to scare the Lord out of his 

territory.  And we saw that the Pharisees wanted Jesus to go to Jerusalem 

because in Jerusalem, which was their stronghold, their plots against him 

would have a better chance of success.  In our lesson today we see that their 

plotting continues.  Let's turn to the lesson where we find that Jesus has been 

invited to a dinner party. 



 One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a 
prominent Pharisee, he was being carefully watched.  There in front of 
him was a man suffering from dropsy. 

 This was a set-up all the way.  The place had been carefully chosen.  It 

was the home of a prominent Pharisee.  This important man had carefully 

chosen his guests that they might observe Jesus firsthand.  That was a key to 

their plot, because they were carefully looking for some wrongdoing they 

could accuse Jesus of committing, and in Jewish law more than one witness 

was necessary to establish and accusation.  They wanted to be in a position 

to bear unified witness against the Lord's "transgressions."  The time was 

carefully chosen too.  It was the Sabbath day, a day that Jesus had reportedly 

violated three times.  In Luke 4 we find Jesus casting out demons and 

healing Simon Peter's mother-in-law.  In Luke 6 he heals a man with a 

withered hand.  In Luke 13 he heals a woman with a bent spine.  And all of 

these happened on the Sabbath.  It was, in the eyes of the Pharisees, a 

breaking of the fourth commandment.  Yes, you could work to heal someone 

on the Sabbath if they were in immediate danger of dying, but otherwise 

such mercies had to be delayed.  Or so they held.  And, finally, to make their 

trap secure, they made sure that a sick man was present.  They were, in 

effect, daring Jesus to heal on the Sabbath and break the commandment right 

before their eyes. 



 The sick man had dropsy.  This is a serious and painful condition in 

which fluid retention in the lungs, stomach and chest cavity causes the torso 

and the joints to swell.  It is most often symptomatic of an underlying 

problem.  People with dropsy will often have kidney or liver or heart 

disease.  So the question is this: Given the obvious setup Jesus faced and the 

clearly evil intent on the part of the Pharisees, what will Jesus do when faced 

with this suffering man? 

 The answer is, Jesus will confound his enemies and deal mercifully 

with the afflicted man. 

 Jesus asked the Pharisees and experts in the law, "Is it lawful to 
heal on the Sabbath or not?"  But they remained silent.  So taking hold 
of the man, he healed him and sent him away. 

Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?  Now when Jesus asked this 

question he put the Pharisees on the horns of a dilemma.  If they were to 

answer "yes," they would appear hypocritical concerning the stringent 

measures they required for Sabbath observance.  If they were to answer 

"no," they could be accused of being inhumane and uncaring about human 

suffering.  You see, it was one thing to condemn Jesus for healing on the 

Sabbath; it was quite another to take responsibility for denying recovery to 

the needy, suffering man who stood before them.  The Pharisees and Scribes 



had nothing to say in answer.  So Jesus reached out and touched the man.  

That was all he needed.  He was healed.  It was a full, complete and 

instantaneous healing occurred.  There was nothing lacking in it.  He was 

able to go on his way and pick up his life where he had left off before he had 

gotten sick.   

 After the man had left Jesus asked another question.  "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?"  There was no question but that the Pharisees 

would come to the rescue of any animals in difficulty, yet because of their 

interpretation of the law they would delay or refuse mercy to a suffering 

person.  Jesus question really amounts to this: "How is it that you have 

elevated animals above those who have been made in the image of God?  

How is it that you have completely missed the weightier part of the law, 

which is love toward God and neighbour?"  The Scribes and Pharisees, 

experts in the law, had completely missed the purpose of the law.  The law 

was not meant to inhibit acts of love and mercy but to encourage them.  It is 

a guide for living in a way that pleases and honours God and brings blessing 

to his people and to others.   



 Again the Pharisees had no answer for the Lord.  They were silent, for 

they knew that the only possible thing to say was, "Jesus, you are right and 

we are wrong.  We are sorry.  We will change."  But that was the one thing 

they were not willing to say or do.  They would not humble themselves.  

They would not repent.  Their refusal to live in meekness and humility is 

seen in what happens next at the party.  Up to this time everybody had been 

standing.   It was like a party we might have at our homes, where people talk 

in the living room for a while before being called in to the dining room for 

supper.  Well, the supper bell rang and the people headed for the seats.  The 

table didn’t come equipped with nametags but everybody knew the 

conventions of the day and which seats were considered prestigious.   

 See this in your mind's eye.  The table would be set in a "U" shape.  

The seat at the bottom of the "U" in the centre was the best seat of all.  It 

was there that the host would be seated.  The second most prestigious seat 

was to his right, the third to his left.  The fourth was to the right of that and 

the fifth back to the left again.  It would alternate that way back and forth 

until the last seat at the top of the "U" was filled in.   

 Well, the supper bell rang and when it did Jesus saw that there was an 

unseemly scramble for seats, for while they had been closely watching him, 



he had been observing them too.  He "noticed how the guests picked the 

places of honour at the table."  He saw them fighting for the best seats.  Now 

think of that for a moment.  These folks had just been shown up twice.  

Twice their sin had been lifted up before their eyes in such a way that their 

voices were stopped.  They were convicted so thoroughly by the Lord that 

they literally had nothing to say.  And yet, just a few moments later, they are 

fighting to see who will sit in the place of honour.  They have not humbled 

themselves.  They are not even sheepish.  Each one considers himself to be 

more worthy of honour than the next. 

 Now given the way they have been acting and their attitude toward the 

Lord, you might think that Jesus would simply wash his hands of them and 

have done with them once and for all.  Not so.  Our Lord is full of mercy and 

compassion.  He knows that the self-righteous are in reality clothed in 

nothing but filthy rags.  And so in tenderness and love Jesus tells them a 

parable that teaches the truth that the person who humbles himself will be 

exalted, while the person who exalts himself will be humbled.  Our lesson 

continues, 

 When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the 
place of honour, 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 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 honoured in the 
presence of all your fellow guests.  For everyone who exalts himself 
will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted. 

 When we think of being humbled and exalted our pattern, of course, is 

Jesus himself.  Let me get at it this way: Theologians talk about the "states" 

of Christ.  There are two states--humiliation and exaltation.  The humiliation 

of Christ involves his descent from his glorious heavenly home to live with 

us as one of us.  It includes his birth in a stable, his circumcision, his flight 

to Egypt, his experience of suffering, whether through hunger, thirst, 

temptation or loneliness.  It includes especially his passion, he taking upon 

himself the curse of sin and his death and burial in a borrowed tomb.  The 

Apostle Paul puts it this way in Philippians 2: 

 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 
God something to be grasped, but make 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. 

Jesus submitted himself to the Father's will.  As he said on the Mount of 

Olives in the Garden of Gethsemane, "Father, if you are willing, take this 

cup from me; yet not my will by yours be done."   



 The state of exaltation comes after the state of humiliation.  It includes 

Christ's resurrection and his victory over sin, death and the grave.  It carries 

on in his resurrection appearances in his glorified body and in his ascension 

to heaven.  It is seen in what is called Christ's session--his sitting down at the 

right hand of God the Father as he is enthroned in heaven as King and given 

all power and authority.  Paul wrote about it this way: 

 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him 
the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus e very 
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. 

His exaltation will continue in his glorious return at the end of history and 

will never end, for he will be worshipped, praised and honoured throughout 

eternity. 

 Christ humbled himself and was exalted.  That is always the order and 

pattern for the children of God.  You can think of it this way.  There is no 

resurrection without first a burial; there is no crown without first a cross.  

Jesus put it this way in John 12: "I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of what 

falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed.  But if it dies, it 

produces many seeds.  The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man 

who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life."   



 Now to see what this humiliation and exaltation looks like in the life 

of a Christian, the best place for us to go is the fifth chapter of Matthew's 

gospel, where Jesus begins his Sermon on the Mount with the beatitudes.  

He starts of by saying blessed--supremely joyful--are the poor in spirit.  The 

poor in spirit are those who know that they have no spiritual resources of 

their own that can commend them to God.  They are spiritually bankrupt.  

They are beggars.  The picture you are to see here is of a poor beggar, 

clothed in rags slumped up against a wall.  He has one hand over his eyes to 

cover his shame.  His other hand, open and empty, is lifted up in a gesture of 

supplication, asking to be filled.  That is where the Christian life begins. 

 Blessed are those who mourn.  This does not refer to those who are 

grieving because of the death of a loved one.  It refers to those who are 

mourning because of their sins.  And it refers not just to those who are 

mourning because of the consequences of their sins--their sin and found 

them out and left their lives devastated.  It refers especially to those who 

mourn the fact that their sins have grieved God and have not rendered him 

the honour that is his due.  They are mourning because they have offended a 

holy God.  They have seen their spiritual poverty.  They have seen their sin 

for what it is.  And they lament the fact that they have for so long embraced 



sins which dishonoured God and which now they are beginning to hate with 

a passion and zeal.   

 Blessed are the meek.  The meek are those who, rather than full of 

themselves, are filled with God.  They have tried things their own way.  That 

proved to be a disaster.  And so giving up on themselves they have turned to 

God.  They say, not just with their lips but in their hearts, "Not my will, but 

thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven."  Now I want to be clear about 

meekness, because the way people use the word these days can lead to a 

misunderstanding.  Last week I heard a discussion on the question of 

whether or not Jesus was the only way to heaven.  One person in the group 

claimed that he was.  Others said that he wasn't.  The people who said that 

Jesus was one of many different ways to God accused the orthodox Christian 

of being arrogant.  They said things like this: "How can you believe that 

your way is the only way.  You are supposed to be meek and humble but 

here you are, judging all other religions.  That sounds pretty bold and 

condescending to us."   

 There is, however, no arrogance in the claim that Jesus is the one and 

only way to heaven and that all who refuse to embrace him will go to hell.  

That is simply a statement of Biblical truth.  It is the message of Christ.  It is 



what God himself says.  The arrogance is to be found in those who deny and 

change God's message.  Now that is pure presumption.  You can think of it 

this way: Being meek doesn't mean being timid.  Moses is called the 

meekest man on the earth in his day, yet he was bold and confident and, in 

the strength of the Lord he confronted Pharaoh and led his fractious people 

through the Red Sea and across the desert for forty years.  Moses was meek 

in that his life was one committed to the Lord.  God was his sure foundation.  

God's will was his desire.  God was his priority, day after day.  He was 

submitted to the God who had created him and committed to obedience. 

 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness.  The 

Christian is aware of his spiritual poverty, is sorry for his sins, is committed 

to God's way and so hungers and thirsts for godliness and righteousness in 

his life.  More and more to be conformed into the likeness of Christ is the 

goal of the Christian life.  And so the Christian, hungering after 

righteousness, lives a life marked by mercy, purity and peace.  And he lives 

that way even if, in doing so, he must suffer persecution.  Even persecutions 

are blessings to the man who has committed his way to the Lord. 

 And what blessings they are.  What an exaltation belongs to the 

person who has been united to Christ through a living faith.  Theirs is the 



kingdom of heaven, comfort and an inheritance that is unfading and 

undefiled.  They will be filled with good things, they will be shown mercy, 

they will see God and they will be called the sons of God.  They will know 

the Lord and they will be made like him.  Let me close with this exhortation 

from the Epistle of James: 

 Come near to God and he will come near to you.  Wash your 
hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.  
Grieve, mourn and wail.  Change your laughter to mourning and you 
joy to gloom.  Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you 
up.   

In Christ's name.  AMEN.   


