
The Great Banquet

Dinner Tables
A few weeks back, Ken and I attended a family systems theory training with some fellow 
pastors. And the woman who was doing the training asked a particularly interesting 
question. She asked: What was your dinner table like growing up, and does it say 
anything about your family of origin’s values?

I’d like to invite you to think about your own table, when you were a kid (or now, if you’d 
like). What was it like? Was it round? Square? Did you even sit at a table? Did people 
have designated seats? Did you eat family style or buffet style? Did you eat with 
chopsticks? With your hands? Who cooked? Who served? Who cleaned? Who was 
invited to dinner? Did you often have a revolving door of non-family members at the 
table? What was conversation like? Did it foster intimacy? Were kids allowed to talk? 
Did you eat fast? Or did you linger?

I’ll pause for a moment to give you a second to think about it. 

Reflecting on it, our dinner table said a lot about my family. Everyone participated in 
putting on the meal; mom cooked, dad cleaned, and the kids set and cleared the table. 
It was pretty egalitarian family style, and our round dinner table reflected that. We had to 
do things we didn’t want to do, like eating our vegetables, because it was good for us; 
and the table was glass, so you couldn’t hide your broccoli in a napkin under the table. 

Our table was loud; it’s where we shared stories about our day, coming together after 
having been at work or school on our own. We didn’t have fancy food - just good 
Midwestern fare of a meat, a starch, and a vegetable with milk or water to drink. 
Practical, not fussy. No dessert. And eating dinner with the family was a priority for us; 
we weren’t allowed to watch TV or answer the phone. 

But our family dinner also reveals some maybe less savory values. There was a game 
we played for a short period of time when I was young. Maybe over the course of a a 
few months. It was called the Manners Game, and was meant to teach us to be polite. 
My sisters and I hated the Manners Game. What would happen is one of us would 
distribute five pennies to each person (to my mom and dad, and to me and Mindy and 
Lindsay). And then we would pay attention to one another throughout dinner, and 
whenever someone did something impolite (like reaching across someone for the salt, 
or putting our elbows on the table, or forgetting to put our napkin on our lap), we would 
point it out and take one of their pennies. Person with the most pennies at the end got 
some sort of reward. 

I should ask my parents sometime what they remember about the game, and whether 
they thought it was worth it. Because what I remember is that we had some doozy fights 
over whether or not we were doing things like talking with our mouths full!  The Manners 
Game either fostered, or reflected (I’m not sure which!), our family’s super competitive 
side. And allowed us to point out each other’s mistakes in front of everyone, which 
probably isn’t the best family practice. And very well might be why my parents didn’t do 
it for long.
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Dinner tables are universal, and they reflect unwritten cultural codes of behavior. And 
thinking about them can sometimes cause us to feel some emotion. A few of you might 
feel sad thinking about your dinner table, or lonely, or nostalgic. Or maybe it makes you 
smile. Or a bit of both.

The Banquet
Jesus sometimes talked about the kingdom of God being like a giant family dinner table. 
In the way he does so, he’s revealing values that are important to God and giving us 
keys to understanding how his “special world” works. The special world of the kingdom 
of God. 

When Jesus talked about the kingdom in this way, it evoked a variety of feelings among 
his listeners, because the image of God’s banquet table has ancient roots in the Hebrew 
Scriptures and they were familiar with the metaphor.

In the Old Testament, the prophet Isaiah had a vision for a grand party. A vision of 
people from all the nations of the earth gathering together on Mount Zion in Jerusalem 
for an extravagant banquet with amazing food and wine - the kind of food a king would 
serve honored guests.

Isaiah 25:6-9 - On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare
    a feast of rich food for all peoples,
a banquet of aged wine—
    the best of meats and the finest of wines.
On this mountain he will destroy
    the shroud that enfolds all peoples,
the sheet that covers all nations;
    he will swallow up death forever.
The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears
    from all faces;
he will remove his people’s disgrace
    from all the earth.
The Lord has spoken.
 In that day they will say,
“Surely this is our God;
    we trusted in him, and he saved us.
This is the Lord, we trusted in him;
    let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation.”

The first thing we notice is that all of the nations are invited to this feast. Everyone can 
come - the whole global family. And no one is coming as a servant; no one is coming as 
a second class citizen. They are invited as honored guests. And at this banquet, hosted 
by God himself, sadness will melt away, shame will be wiped from our experience, and 
the goodness and joy and abundance and companionship of God and his people will 
cause all those who come to the feast to say, “Surely this is our God. This is the Lord.” 
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It’s visionary, it’s Romantic, it’s a beautiful picture of connection with God and his 
people.

A few hundred years pass after Isaiah’s vision. By the time Jesus came on the scene, 
the text from Isaiah was still very well known - and Jesus himself quoted from Isaiah 
several times - but there were several versions of Isaiah’s vision of this feast going 
around. They’d been tweaked to convey different values than the ones Isaiah 
expressed. 

For example, the Qumran community - the community who we think wrote the Dead 
Sea Scrolls and were contemporaries with Jesus -  wrote of Isaiah’s vision of a feast, 
only in their version of it, no non-Jewish people (no Gentiles) and no one with any sort 
of physical blemish was allowed at the dinner table. It was a more exclusive meal. 

The Old Testament Scriptures were written in Hebrew.

While Jesus was able to read and speak Hebrew, his first language - his spoken 
language - was Aramaic. 

Because Aramaic was so widely spoken in Israel during the time of Jesus, many rabbis 
taught from the mostly-Aramaic translation of the Hebrew scriptures, which is called the 
Targum. 

The Targum is a looser translation of the Old Testament because it was based in part on 
oral traditions of the scriptures. It was more like a paraphrase Bible (like The Message), 
with some commentary and explanations. I studied history in college, and I was taught 
that oral traditions tend to be highly accurate, so dramatic changes in story lines are 
often deliberate. They’re made for a reason to change the narrative.

In the Targum, used in synagogues at the time of Jesus, Isaiah’s writings were changed 
outright based on oral tradition. Instead of people from all nations welcome at that table 
of God, in that translation of the book of Isaiah, the Gentiles come to God’s feast on 
Mount Zion believing that it’s an honor to belong to the family of God, dining from his 
table. But the Targum goes on to say that, “No, it’s not an honor, but it’s a shame. 
And they will die of great plagues.” It feels like it’s chastising the prophet Isaiah.

Another source, the Book of Enoch, is worse. In that version, the Gentiles come to dine 
at God’s table only to have an angel of death appear kill them, and the true believers 
have to walk through blood to get to the table to sit with the Messiah. 

So there’s this mesh of exclusionary interpretations about who’s invited into the 
company of God going around in the first century. Jesus would have been familiar with 
these traditions and he spoke into them. 

Jesus Speaks of the Banquet
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The gospels contain several scenes with Jesus having dinner with various people, and 
of him telling stories about this great banquet of God.

In Luke chapter 14, he’s dining at the home of a respected Pharisee, a religious teacher. 
The word used to describe that pharisee is such that it might indicate this was a 
member of the elite Sanhedrin, which was like a larger Supreme Court of a sorts in 
Jesus’s day. (I know some of you got to see RBG at Hill Auditorium on Friday - think of a 
person potentially of that stature.) And so Jesus is sitting there, dining with the upper 
crust of his day.

The practice in Jesus’s time was for men to recline at a table, laying on cushions on 
their left arms and using their right hands to reach in and eat. The left had was 
considered unclean - it’s what you use to clean yourself when you use the restroom - 
and is still considered unclean in much of much of Asia and parts of Africa today. One of 
the first things I learned when I lived in the Middle East was never to shake hands with 
your left hand, or pass food with your left hand. It’s considered taboo and gross. This is 
true in India as well.

So they’re reclining. And where you reclined in relation to the host was indicative of 
your status as compared to the host. Sitting close to the party giver meant you were 
more important.

Additionally, there was an unwritten rule that you didn’t invite people of a lower social 
status to eat with you. Because they couldn’t return the favor. And you shouldn’t invite 
people considered religiously unclean - the sick, the blind, etc. The poor and the 
unclean have nothing to offer the elite, and it would only hurt their social standing to be 
seen with these low-class folks.

So Jesus looks around at these elite members of religious society and tells them two 
things. First he says they should arrive to dinner and take the seat indicating the lowest 
social status. That gives the host the opportunity to publicly ask them to move up. He 
says, “That will bring you honor.” Don’t think too highly of yourselves. 

Then Jesus tells them they should invite people who can’t return the favor - the poor, 
the crippled, the lame, and the blind. In doing this, he says, your life will be blessed and 
you will be repaid by God.

Jesus is actually speaking about the kingdom of God, and not about dinner parties. He’s 
telling them that to be great in God’s kingdom you must adopt a humble disposition. 
Don’t think more highly of yourself than you ought. And you must care for the poor and 
consider them your equal. You must invite all and sundry to the banquet because 
everyone is welcome in God’s presence. 

But the pharisees don’t get it. One of them pipes up with, “Blessed is the man who will 
eat at the feast in the kingdom of God.” And by Jesus’s response, I don’t think the man 
was giving him an “amen!”. It was more like, “Whew, I don’t know about these dinner 
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parties that you’re throwing, but thank goodness for the feast in the kingdom of God 
where all that rabble won’t be in the room. Clearly I’ll be among the ones in God’s 
presence and be among the blessed. Because I’m not sure anyone’s going to be 
blessed by these parties with the poor and outcast that you’re wanting us to throw. I’m 
not going to those. Blessed is the man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God.”

Then Jesus tells them this parable that’s often called the parable of the Great Banquet, 
recorded in Luke 14:16-23.

Luke 14:16-23: Jesus said: “A certain man was preparing a great banquet and 
invited many guests. At the time of the banquet he sent his servant to tell those who 
had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’

“But they all alike began to make excuses. 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.’

“The servant came back and reported this to his master. Then the owner of the 
house became angry and ordered his servant, ‘Go out quickly into the streets and 
alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame.’

“‘Sir,’ the servant said, ‘what you ordered has been done, but there is still room.’

“Then the master told his servant, ‘Go out to the roads and country lanes and 
compel them to come in, so that my house will be full. I tell you, not one of those 
who were invited will get a taste of my banquet.’”

There’s a scholar of theology and Middle Eastern languages named Kenneth Bailey 
who unpacks this really well. He lived and taught in the Near East for more than forty 
years. He notes that in American culture, there are two invitations to a dinner. The first 
one is the initial save-the-date. We invite people by word of mouth, or FB, or evite telling 
them about our birthday dinner or whatnot. Then, when people arrive at our homes, we 
have them mingle for a bit. Maybe with cheese and wine or something to snack on. 
Then the host comes in and announces that the dinner is ready, and people can be 
seated.

Bailey notes that there are two invites in the passage above. It starts by saying, “A 
certain man was preparing a great banquet and invited many guests.” That’s the first 
invite. It’s the save-the-date. That’s followed by, “At the time of the banquet he sent his 
servant to tell those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready.’” That’s 
the second invite. That’s the “come sit at the table, dinner is now served.”
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Then the guests make excuses. And Bailey says it would be like people were standing 
in your living room about to have supper, and then they turn to you, the host, and come 
up with really bad and insulting reasons for leaving before you serve them. 

One says: “Sorry, I just bought a house that I haven’t looked at yet. I have to go see it.” 
No one does that. You always look at a house before you buy it. In the Middle East, 
farmable land has always been at a premium and is expensive, and there’s a long 
process to buy it. Before you dish out that kind of money, you’d spend weeks or months 
looking at all aspects of the field - the sunlight, the soil, etc. You wouldn’t purchase it 
and then go look at it. The man who says, “I have just bought a field, and I must go and 
see it. Please excuse me,” is being disingenuous. The excuse is meant to be a 
deliberate insult. 

Same with the man who wants to go look at his new oxen. 

Bailey tells us the third man, the one who says he just got married, is actually being 
incredibly offensive in his context. He’s essentially saying, “I’ve got a new wife and I 
need to go have sex with her.” Which might not cause us to bat much of an eyelid (we 
might wince a little and be like, “wow, TMI”), but it was considered extremely crass to 
insinuate such a thing in front of a bunch of people in first century Judean culture. 

Something I know from living in Asia for a few years is that you don’t say “no” directly to 
people. It tends to be offensive and causes them to lose face and feel shame. There are 
ways of getting out of things without being blunt. And in Jesus’s story, the men are being 
blunt and rude and deliberately insulting the host. 

So, of course, it says the host is angry. But he doesn’t need the social approval; he 
doesn’t need to save face with these rude men. Instead, he tells his servant to go out 
and make sure everyone knows they’re invited. “Go out to the roads and country lanes 
and make them come in, so that my house will be full.” 

That verse that says, “make them come in,” has been mis-used by some Christians over 
the millennia. Taken to mean that we should compel people by force to dine at the 
Jesus table. But I don’t think that’s what it means.

I think that, when the first invitation went out, only those who thought they would be 
acceptable at the dinner table of a man who could afford a lavish banquet would’ve 
assumed they were invited. Those of the same social standing. The poor, the unclean, 
and the outcast would’ve assumed the invitation was not for them. But the servant is 
sent again to make sure that they know they are invited. It could, in fact, be the reason 
the wealthier people decided to leave - because the poor were invited in (even if they 
didn’t come at first). And the master says to grab the outcasts by the hand and say, “No, 
it’s really true! It’s good news! You’re invited to eat fine food and drink good wine and 
celebrate together as equals at the banquet. To speak face to face with the master and 
have conversation and enjoy one another’s company. Come, eat and drink, your 
presence is wanted.” There’s plenty of room!
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And so Jesus is sitting there among these Pharisees and saying to them: The kingdom 
of God is for the humble, the weak, and for those who welcome all at the table. The 
kingdom of God is for the Gentile and for the outcast. You are invited, but you insult God 
when you walk away from this table, making excuses and caressing what you think is 
your exclusive ticket to the Great Banquet. But Isaiah is right! The banquet table of God 
is open to everyone. 

So come, if you will. But prepare to humble yourself, take the place of least importance, 
and sit as equals with those you consider inferior. Because, as a dear mentor of mine 
said to me last fall: There is no unity without justice. You can not invite people to the 
table and then treat them like they’re less than and expect authentic unity. Spiritual 
unity, the unity of the Spirit of God, is a unity that holds diversity without making some to 
be second-class citizens. 

Fostering a community with these values can be messy. I was reminded this week of a 
teaching I heard years ago on Proverbs 14:4. It says, “Where there are no oxen, the 
manger is empty, but from the strength of an ox comes an abundant harvest.”

Where there are no oxen, there is no harvest, no food. Where there are oxen food is 
abundant. Bill Johnson famously said, “There are no poop-less cows.” Where there are 
oxen, there is poop in the barn. But there is also a harvest, and food. So we can expect 
things to sometimes be messy, knowing that what is coming is worth the price.

So there is mess, so that there is harvest, so that there is food, so that there is a 
banquet. And the banquet of Jesus is a very good banquet! It is worth the mess. At the 
dinner table of Jesus there is lavish hospitality, there is joy (wine! feasting! no more 
tears!), working together to put on the feast, there’s intimacy between the host and the 
guests as they engage in conversation, no one experiences shame or disgrace, there is 
diversity, and we welcome everyone as a sign of Jesus’s embrace. This is what we aim 
to do. 

Two Minutes of Silence 
We’re going to have two minutes of silence. I invite you, if you want to and are willing, to 
think about this question: Where are you sitting at the dinner table of Jesus? And is he 
saying anything to you? I’ll watch the time and let you know when the two minutes is up.


