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Trinity 2, 2006

Text:  Luke 14:16-24
Just keep inviting people to Jesus’ banquet.
1. Find your joy for doing it in Jesus
2. Not in the invited guests’ response.
Preached:  June 25, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

I’ve only known one person who was ever invited to eat with the President of the United States. It was a high point of her life. She was a real estate agent, and it was some type of real estate related banquet that she was invited to. It was in a large banquet hall. She didn’t get to sit at the president’s table or talk to him. But she went all out for it. She bought a new dress, had to buy the plane tickets to Washington herself, got her picture in the paper for it. It was an experience.
Have you ever imagined what it would be like if you were invited to have dinner with president? What would you wear? What would you say to him if you got to sit next to him?

Jesus tells us a parable this morning about a master who prepared a banquet, and when it was all ready, his guests refused to come. They had other priorities. One had bought a field. One had bought ten oxen. One had just gotten married. And these things were occupying their minds. They asked to be excused. So the master told his servant to go out into the streets and alleys of the town and invite the poor, the cripples, the blind and the lame. But the servant was way ahead of him. He had already done this, and he said, “There still is room.” So the master said, “Go out to the roads and country lanes and make them come in.” 
Can you tell what the parable is all about? If you’re at all familiar with Jesus’ parables, you probably have it all figured out already. Jesus came to earth to invite all people to the banquet of heaven. The Bible so often pictures heaven as a wedding banquet. It’s where Jesus, the greatest groom that ever lived, gets united with His unworthy, but in His eyes exquisitely beautiful bride—us, the members of His church. You see, this banquet that Jesus is speaking about in picture language here is not just one where we sit at the far end of a large banquet hall where we can barely see the president. It is a banquet where we have the place of honor next to the Lord Jesus Himself. 
And yet how typical the responses. Let’s take a closer look at the three excuses that are mentioned by the invited guests in the parable. “The first said, ‘I have just bought a field, and I must go and see it. Please excuse me.’ Another said, ‘I have just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my way to try them out. Please excuse me.’ Still another said, ‘I just got married, so I can’t come.’”

They all seem to be pretty good reasons as to why a person would turn down a dinner invitation from a neighbor. There’s really no hint that these people just didn’t like the man or felt his dinner would be boring. Do you see anything that the three excuses have in common? When I studied them this time through, the thing that occurred to me was the last of the Ten Commandments. The two commandments about coveting say: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, workers or animals, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” They are all either things that you can own or people that you can have a close relationship with. What they have in common is that they are all physical. 
Owning property is something that becomes more and more important to a person as they get older. The man who bought the field had probably saved up money for a long time, and so this was a very important purchase for him. It’s something that he wanted to go check out. The man who had bought the five yoke of oxen (that means pairs of oxen) was probably impressed with power. Today our vehicles are measured in horse power. Young men like to have a lot of power under the hood of the car they buy. Five pairs of oxen were quite a powerful group of animals back in Jesus day—if not a status symbol for a young farmer. And then there was the young man who had just gotten married. He had his honeymoon on his mind, starting a family and all the busyness that accompanies that. 
Notice the master is not happy with their excuses. But he doesn’t pursue them further. He sends his servant to other people—other people that he would perhaps consider less desirable people—to invite them to the banquet. Some Bible scholars have noted a difference in the next two groups of people that the master invites. The first group comes from within the town, while the last group come from outside the town. There Jesus says, “Go to the roads and country lanes.” Bible scholars have wondered, “Did Jesus first mean the Jews by those who were first invited?” If you check out the beginning of this chapter, you see that Jesus spoke this parable at the home of a prominent Pharisee. Was it the prominent people of Jewish society that Jesus was portraying with the three excuse makers? The Pharisees and Sadducees and teachers of the law were turning down Jesus’ invitation. They didn’t recognize Him as the Messiah. They didn’t believe that He could lead them to the banquet of heaven. And so when the master says to the servant in the parable, “Go out quickly into the streets and alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame,” Jesus may have had in mind the outcasts of Jewish society. They were still within “the town.” But they weren’t usually invited to the Pharisees’ banquets. And when these come in to the master’s banquet, the master wants to invite even more:  “Go out to the roads and country lanes and make them come in, so that my house will be full.” Bible scholars have wondered if the people Jesus is portraying here aren’t the Gentiles, the people outside the Jewish circle. Jesus’ banquet is made for all people—the socially acceptable and the socially unacceptable.
Jesus has called you to be one of His inviting servants. He wants you to invite all people to His banquet. It’s a very spiritual banquet. It doesn’t involve the physical, attractive toys that so many people are chasing after today. They’re often going to turn you down when you invite them. Jesus is teaching you here to expect that. They are going to say, “I’ve got a new boat and I have to test it out on the waters of Lake Folsom. I can’t come.” They’re going to say, “I just bought a new house and we have to go to the home show this week end to really decorate the way a house like this needs to be decorated. I can’t come.” They’re going to say, “I have this new girl friend and if you could see her, you’d know why I can’t come.” Jesus is saying to you, “Expect that! They’re not going to recognize the value of my banquet. They’re going to turn you down.” 
Jesus’ kingdom is a spiritual kingdom. You can’t see it. You can’t touch it. You can’t taste it—not with your physical sense of taste. But it’s there. It already exists for the believer even in this physical world. But you can’t experience it, except through that sixth sense that God has given us—faith. This week we took a few days to go to one of our favorite places—the central coast. The California coast from Monterey on down is one of the most spectacular sights on earth. The rugged coastline, the beautiful blue ocean and the waves crashing against the rocks are just heavenly. We enjoy the breathtaking views on the way down. But the two times we’ve come back, we’ve had the same experience. We’ve left in the morning when the coast is blanketed in fog. You can’t see any of the beauty around you as you slowly drive around the tortuous curves that hug the mountains on Highway One. At times the highway itself seems to disappear into the mist around the next corner. For a moment your mind wonders if the road even goes any further or if you’re going to just drive off into nothingness. And then—it’s happened to us both times right at Big Sur—the fog ends all of a sudden, and you’re thrust out into beautiful sunshine that bathes a gorgeous view of a mountainside that plummets down into the sea. There are the waves again crashing against the rocks. Up ahead is a beautiful bridge that spans a little valley between two of the mountains. And all of a sudden your mind awakens again to the realization that it really was there all along. It’s just that you couldn’t see it.
Spiritual things are a lot like that. You can’t see them. But they are the best blessings that the Lord gives. You won’t see them clearly till you get to heaven. But you already have them. You have a spirit—a soul—that God created in you when He made you in your mother’s womb. You will never see that soul, but it is there. It was brought to life in your baptism if you were baptized as a little baby. And it is that part of you that the Holy Spirit interacts with. You can’t see Him either. But you know He’s there. And He’s what makes life worth living. He has revealed to you two other heavenly beings—the Father, who created you, and the Son, who has redeemed you. It is these three who make life so precious. They fill life with meaning and with peace and with joy. Even when it seems like life is an endless car-ride in the fog, you know that these three surround you, along with all their holy angels. They protect you. They motivate you. They give you peace because the Son has removed from you all the sin that made life so miserable. They feed you well, with the Word and the Holy Supper. And it is these gifts that you want to share with others. Because they are spiritual, it’s often difficult for you to find the words to express them. You get discouraged when those you try to share them with say, “Oh, the things of this world are so much more real.”

Never tire of sharing this invitation. It’s what Jesus has called you to do. He hasn’t called you to do the convincing. If someone turns down the invitation it isn’t your fault. It’s Him they have rejected. Just go right on inviting. Go to other people. Don’t get bogged down with the same old excuse makers.
What if a gourmet cook came to you and said, “I’d like you to go out and hand out some of my greatest creations. I want you to go out into the streets and country highways and offer free-of-charge some of my best delicacies.” If you did that, and someone turned you down, would you get discouraged? When you’re handing out free food? You’d say, “OK,” and you’d go right up to the next person. And when people saw that it was true that this gourmet food was free and that it was exquisite, you’d have people following you around. You wouldn’t have to seek out another person.

The gospel is just such a gift. If someone turns you down as you hand it out, that’s their problem. Don’t let it get you down. Gauge your success not by the response of the person you invite, but by the gift that’s been given. Find your joy for inviting people to the banquet in Jesus, and not in the invited guests’ response.  Then you will know what a true treasure you have.  Amen.
