Luke 14:1-11
1992


One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a pro​minent Pharisee, He was being carefully watched. 
There in front of Him was a man suffering from dropsy. 
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.



Then He asked them, “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?” 
And they had nothing to say.



When He noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, He told them this parable: 
“When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for a person more dis​tinguished 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 bet​ter place.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all your fellow guests. 
For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”


“Dropsy” is not a common word in our language, and it is not the name given today to this disease, which Jesus healed so easily.  This is the only place in the Bible that the word “dropsy” occurs.  What happened was that Luke the evangelist, whose day job was as a doctor, wrote down the medical term he was familiar with, based on the description given him of this man’s symptoms.  Then this word was not so much translated as trans​literated into English to produce the word “dropsy.”


The word Luke wrote down was ὑδρωπικός, which is derived from the word for water, ὓδωρ.  He was describing water sickness, named simi​larly to diabetes, which is commonly known as sugar.  What is water sick​ness?  Water sickness is when excess water or fluid builds up in your body, also called edema.  When that fluid accumulates in your chest cavity, it makes it harder to breathe, since you begin to drown in your own fluid.  To​day we commonly call it congestive heart failure, because it happens when the heart is not strong enough to pump the fluid out of the body.


This, or course, has special meaning for me, since ten years ago to​day I was suffering from congestive heart failure, diagnosed first as bron​chitis and then as pneumonia.  The solution in my case was to replace the defective heart valve, which was nearly closed, making it impossible for my heart to pump enough blood to remove the fluid.  Once the valve I had been born with was replaced with a mechanical valve, my heart was easily able to remove all the fluid, and I no longer had the water sickness.


Jesus, of course, had no need of surgery, but healed the man instant​ly.  Jesus removed the fluid that surrounded his lungs so that he could breathe freely again.  Jesus strengthened the man’s heart so that it would keep the fluid removed.  Perhaps Jesus fixed his defective heart valve—I like to think so.  In the context, they were concerned because Jesus did this on the Sabbath day, something we have more and more trouble under​standing, since we make every day the same.  Banks and the post office still close for holidays, but most businesses are open all the time, without any distinction of days.  The point for us here is that Jesus healed the man in​stant​ly, clearly demonstrating that He is God.


And then Jesus went on to speak about seating arrangements, some​thing we also have trouble understanding.  What Jesus said to them is only an expansion of what Solomon had written in Proverbs, “Do not exalt your​self 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.” Pr25v6,7.  But our thoughts on seating are different.  Many think that the best seats here are in the back, but they think that the best seats at the Palace are much closer to the front.


Jesus speaks specifically about choosing seats at a wedding: “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for a person more dis​tinguished than you may have been invited.”  Last Sunday we had the baptism of Hannah Rose Langebartels and then after​wards a meal in the same hall where Pete and Ann had their wedding reception two years ago.  I remember the arrangement then: there was the head table along one wall, with Pete and Ann in the middle, and all the groomsmen arranged on one side of them, all the bridesmaids on the other side.  Nearby there was a table for the parents of the groom and another for the parents of the bride.  Farther away were tables for the less important people.


Everyone knows that seating arrangement.  If you come to a wed​ding reception early, before the wedding party has arrived, and stake out your place at the head table, well, someone is going to have to ask you to move.  That is the situation Jesus is speaking about.  We should not think ourselves so important that we take the most important seat for ourselves.  Rather, we should choose a less important seat.


Although we do not often regard one seat as being more important than another, there is another area of life where people do regularly assert their desire to be first.  We observed that all the way over to Wisconsin, and all the way back.  Some drivers want to be at the head of the line of cars.  There they can tool along at their own pace, first faster, then slower, and all the other cars can tag along behind them.  We met that driver repeatedly, always in the left lane on the expressway, always creating conditions ripe for producing an accident behind them.  They want to be first in line, and everyone else can come after them.  When you try to pass such a slowpoke, then tend to speed up so that you can’t pass.  To be fair, we did also meet many good drivers who set a speed and stuck to it; some I was content to follow for miles and miles, and some were content to follow me.


Of course, Jesus is not especially concerned about which chairs we sit in or about where we drive on the road.  Jesus is especially concerned about the attitude behind our choices, the attitude that says that I am more important than anyone else, the attitude that is so self-centered that it thinks of no one else.  That is the attitude that resulted from Adam and Eve’s diso​bedience of God; from that time on they became curved in on themselves, as if their eyes, made to look away from themselves, somehow always manage to look back at themselves, as if their ears, designed to listen to other people, only listen to what comes out of their own mouths.  We have often seen the truthfulness of Jesus’ words, “Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”


Jesus healed the man afflicted with dropsy, and thereby demon​strated very clearly that He is God.  Who then is most important?  Is it not Jesus?  No one else is God.  He should then always have the first seat, He should then always drive at the head of the line, He then should always be honored by all.  But that is not at all a description of Jesus’ life.  Rather, Jesus’ life is described in terms of humility.  He entered Jerusalem a few days before His death riding not on a war horse, but on a lowly donkey.  He entered this world not in a fancy hospital like my granddaughter, surrounded by doctors and nurses, but out in the shed out back, without any sanitary conditions, with very little light.  He had no house, as we do, but said, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay His head.” Mt8v20.  His was a life characterized by humility.


But even more than that.  St. Paul gives this description of Jesus’ life: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God some​thing to be grasped, but made 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!” Ph2v5-8.  Jesus demonstrated that He is “in very nature God” by healing the man with the dropsy, but throughout His life made Himself nothing.  Can we even imagine making ourselves nothing?!  Jesus took on “the very nature of a servant,” and always served others whether He was healing them or patiently explaining the truth to them.  But He went beyond that and lowered Himself further, to the point of dying on a cross.


We are talking about the eternal and all-powerful God who did not assert His own rights, but let Himself be mocked, let Himself be arrested, let Himself be whipped, let Himself be crucified.  All the time He was in complete control and could have stopped at any point.  But He did not; He let them hurt Him worse than any of us have ever been hurt.  What hurts worse than when someone we love turns against us?  All people turned against Him, and on top of that His dear heavenly Father turned against Him.  He was all alone with His ultimate suffering.  He did that because He loves you and me.  He paid for our sins.  He opened heaven to us.


If He did all that for us, isn’t there something we can do for Him?  Yes, we can stop putting ourselves first, and start putting Him first, and others second, leaving last place for ourselves.  This is what He asks us to do.  He Himself summarized the entire law as consisting of two commands: Love God, and Love your neighbor as yourself.  That is what we can do for Him.  Amen.
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