     Sermon for June 18th 2006:  “Take the Best Place!”
        ( Texts:  Proverbs 25:6-7 and Luke 14:1-14 )

***********************************************************
     The sermon for today is based on the Gospel reading from Luke chapter 14.  Luke informs us that Jesus had been invited to a meal at the home of a very rich man who happened to be a Pharisee.  

     However, I’m not too sure about the sincerity of this invitation.  You see, it seems that the only reason the Pharisees ever wanted to socialize with Jesus was so that they might trap Him somehow.  

     For example, I find it very interesting that there just happens to be a sick man at this meal.  Normally the Pharisees didn’t socialize with the “poor, crippled, lame and blind.”  Very likely this sick man was a deliberate plant!  In addition, the day this meal takes place just happens to be the Sabbath!

     The Pharisees were hoping that Jesus would try to heal this man on the Sabbath and thereby show Himself guilty of “working”  -- which, in their minds, would be a sin against the 3rd Commandment.  Then they would have Jesus where they wanted Him!

     But is didn’t work out that way.  Jesus heals the man but then explains how they would do the same thing for selfish reasons whereas Jesus’ motive was pure and holy.  Besides, Jesus “Lord of the Sabbath” and He can do as He pleases.  So, their plan to trap Jesus fails.  In spite of all this, the meal continues.
     In the next few verses we find how Jesus gives two lectures to those who are present at this meal.  Jesus’ goal is to draw them out of the darkness of their unbelief and save them.

     The FIRST lecture deals with humility.  Jesus’ point is that we should be humble.  Obviously, this fact rebukes the Pharisees who were anything but humble.  In fact, they were conceited and self-centered.  But they didn’t seem to think that this was a problem.

     You see, in a dog eat dog world where only one person can win the gold medal, humility doesn’t seem to be a very desirable character trait.  Each one of the Pharisees thought he had a claim to the “seat of honor” and so exalting one’s self seemed to be the practical thing to do.

     This is a problem we face, too, is it not?  Our society teaches us to be ME focused.  The T.V. commercials tells us to “Look out for number one!” and “Go for it!” because “You’re worth it!”  The fact is, we all want the “best seats” sometimes.

     These “seats of honor” can be various things to various people.  It could mean having the newest car on the block or being the best dressed at Church.  It could mean having the fittest body at the health club or being the most popular kid at school.  It could even mean having the most correct opinion in every situation.  Now, there’s nothing wrong with cars, nice clothes, healthy bodies, popularity or correct opinions.  The true evil is found in our MOTIVATIONS for wanting these things.

     In fact, not only are pride and self-centeredness bad in themselves.  They are not really practical in the end.  Why?  Let’s face it.  Even in America – the land of opportunity – everyone simply CAN’T be the best.  In a society of competition most of us have to take the “back seats.”

     Now, please understand.  There’s nothing wrong with the “back seats.”  It only becomes a problem when we convince ourselves that the “FRONT seat” is all that matters.  But I’m afraid that the “front seats” are few and those who desire them are many.
     With that said, let’s get back to Jesus’ teaching.  Jesus says that we should not exalt ourselves because we may end up being humiliated.  Instead, we should humble ourselves because then there’s a chance we could be exalted.

     However, we need to recognize that Jesus is NOT attempting to give us advice on how to be a winner in social situations.  Instead, Jesus is trying to make a SPIRITUAL point about our relationship with God.  Think about it!  Jesus was THE GREATER ONE who arrived at their meal, but not one of them was willing to give up his seat for Jesus.  Simply put, Jesus is talking about standing before God on the final day of judgment.

     But I’m afraid that many of the Pharisees did NOT comprehend the spiritual point of Jesus’ parable.  They probably thought Jesus was simply trying to give them some worldly advice about achieving popularity via personal humility.  Some of them maybe even though that Jesus was making a good point.  “You know, Jesus might have something there!  It’s better to act humble because then you might get even more admiration from people around you!”
     No!  We must understand that FALSE humility is just as evil as pride.  You see, some of us may not be openly arrogant.  Instead, some of us may get our attention by being “poor, humble, meek, sweet” individuals – so humble that people can’t help but notice us.  We can be down right prideful about our humility!

     Jesus’ point is that neither pride nor false humility are tolerated by God because both have the wrong focus:  OURSELVES!  So, whoever exalts himself – whether by pride or false humility 

-- will be humbled by GOD!

     My friends, Jesus is actually teaching us about the humility of faith before God.  The TRULY humble person is the one who has been crushed by God’s Word of judgment.  The TRULY humble person sees his or her sin and claims nothing before God.  Instead, such a person comes before God because of who GOD is  -- the God who exalts the humble for Christ’s sake.

     In our Old Testament reading from Proverbs chapter 25 we are given this wisdom.  It reads:  “Do not exalt yourself in the king’s presence, and do not claim a place among great men; it is better for him to say to you, ‘Come up here,’ than for him to humiliate you before a nobleman.”

     What’s the point of this proverb?  WE are not the focus.  Instead, the focus is on the KING.  It is the KING who says, “Come up here!”  It is the KING who gives honor.
     Now we’re ready to consider Jesus’ SECOND teaching wherein He tells the host that he should invite the poor and needy to his meals instead of his rich friends and family.

     Please understand!  Jesus is NOT saying you can’t invite your family or rich neighbors over for dinner.  His point is that the host had EVIL MOTIVES when he invited such people.  The host was hoping to get something in return for his actions.  The host was giving in the hope that he would get back.

     But we’re guilty of the same sin, are we not?  Do we sometimes give an offering at Church in the hope that God will then bless us with even more riches?  Or do we sometimes give in such a way so that we will get attention from others?

     Maybe we give because it eases our guilt.  You know what I mean.  You get a gift, and then you feel obligated, so you give a gift back out of a sense of duty.  Or on some occasions we may give a gift only because that particular gift is tax deductible.

     Jesus’ point is that we should give freely because God’s love moves us to help others.  We should give out of concern for those in need without expecting anything in return.  That’s how Jesus gave Himself for us, is it not?

     Well, at this point I feel very condemned and so should you!  You see, we are not the humble people Jesus says we should be.  We are not humble before God and we are not humble before others.  In fact, we can’t produce true humility in ourselves.  ONLY GOD CAN GIVE US THE TRUE HUMILITY THAT IS FAITH!

     For example, Jesus says that the truly humble person will have a reward in the resurrection of the righteous.  But how can there be a “resurrection of the righteous” if we are all prideful sinners?  Here’s where the Gospel shines forth in all its beauty!  The righteousness of the Christian is not his or her own.  Our righteousness comes from CHRIST!

     In 2nd Corinthians 5:21 the Apostle Paul writes:  “God made Jesus who had no sin to be sin for us so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”  Did you hear that?  Even though Jesus was the ONLY man who did deserve the “best seat,” He willingly humbled Himself even to the point of death on a cross.
      You could say that Jesus took the most “humiliating place” – our place of death and damnation – so that WE might be exalted to His place of honor.  Now that’s TRUE humility!  Today Jesus says to you:  “I HAVE TAKEN YOUR PLACE OF HUMILIATION.  NOW YOU TAKE MY PLACE.  SIT BY MY FATHER.  GO IN MY NAME!”

      You see, Jesus’ 2 lectures are about the humility that we CAN’T produce in ourselves.  Jesus’ 2 lectures are about the humility that JESUS has shown toward us.  

     Jesus has taught us that only God can give us TRUE humility – and He does this when He convicts us of sin and points us to Christ who gave Himself for us sinners who are spiritually “poor, crippled, lame and blind” and completely unable to pay Jesus for any of this salvation.  But Jesus became our servant anyway!

      This is Good News for us Christians!  You are all forgiven and Jesus has set you free from the pride, evil motivations and false humility that enslave you.  You are now free to love and serve each other in Christ’s Name.

      In fact, as I think about this wonderful Gospel, I can’t help but think of the times we receive the Lord’s Supper in this place.  When we come to this altar to receive Christ’s Body and Blood, we leave behind all earthly divisions and we ALL take the BEST PLACE!  Jesus says to you:  “Come up here!  Take the best place!”  Amen!
