
Low Down and Lifted 

Read Psalm 81:1, 10-16; Luke 14:1, 7-14 

 I was invited to conduct the wedding of a friend from out of town.  Jean 

and I traveled to the destination where I conducted the rehearsal the night before 

the big event.  There was a little girl, maybe three years old, appointed to be the 

flower girl.  It must have been a long day for her because by the time we got to 

walking through the service she was already at the end of her rope.  Loud protests 

and bitter crying ensued.  I managed to work over the din and around her 

tantrum and we got through the rehearsal.  

 Then came the rehearsal dinner.  We arrived at the restaurant and people 

that we didn’t know were milling around talking to one another.  Where to sit? 

Somewhere away from the darling little flower girl seemed like a good idea.  With 

resignation we decided to sit down at a table with eight old people.  At least they 

would be well mannered even if they proved to be boring.  As it turned out they 

were delightful, and oh yes, they were our age.  We’ve met the old people and 

they are us! 

Those old Pharisees in Jesus’ day seem like one trick ponies, always 

obsessed with Jesus’ Sabbath behavior.  Last week in our text from Luke 13 we 

saw Jesus in the synagogue heal a woman who had been crippled for eighteen 

years, you’ll remember, on the Sabbath. I guess they had an iron clad list of things 

you can’t do in church and healing was one of them.  Jesus called them a bunch of 

hypocrites who cared more for their oxen and asses, leading them from the 

manger to the watering hole on the Sabbath while forbidding a poor woman, 

bound by Satan for eighteen years to be healed on Saturday.   

One might have hoped that once they got away from the synagogue and 

their scrupulous religiousness they’d show a little more compassion in a social 

setting.  But no, when the scene shifted from church to a dinner at an important 

Pharisee’s house, it was the same old thing.  Verse 1 says “they were watching 

him.”  They were watching Jesus, not because they admired him, but because 



they were waiting for him to demonstrate again his total disregard of the Sabbath 

which they thought made him a person not to be trusted.   

Sure enough, in came a man with dropsy, which as I understand it is a 

condition we would call generalized edema caused by excess fluid retention.  I 

found a footnote in my Bible to be quite helpful at this point.  I quote: “Dropsy 

was used as a metaphorical label for the greedy.  Persons with dropsy suffered 

from an insatiable thirst in spite of the fact that their bodies already retained too 

much fluid.  The same is true of those who grab after money and prestige—just 

the sort of people with whom Jesus is breaking bread on this Sabbath.  The 

sharing of food is a barometer of social relations.  With whom does one eat?  

Where do they sit so as to broadcast their status?  These are the questions in a 

high-stakes game marked by pervasive concerns with social status.” 

Jesus took the initiative and put them to the test: “Is it lawful to heal on the 

Sabbath or not.”  They were silent. Perhaps the already knew that giving the 

wrong answer would expose them as heartless legalists, so they kept quiet. Then 

he used the hypothetical scenario where their ox fell in a pit and assured them 

that they would rush to pull it out, Sabbath or no Sabbath.  And they could not 

reply. They were caught like rats in a trap. 

In Ed Sheeran’s song, “Love Can Change the World,” one line says, “My 

daddy told me son don’t you get involved with politics, religion, other peoples’ 

quarrels.”  That’s pretty good advice if you don’t want to spoil a dinner party, 

especially in our day when people can’t even agree to disagree with some 

measure of civility and mutual forbearance.  No, today if you don’t see it my way, 

you are dismissed as an idiot, a target for ridicule or even hatred.  Maybe we all 

ought to listen to Ed’s dad.  Too bad the Pharisees didn’t have such wise fathers!  

Instead, in yet another gospel text, we have a suspicious host and his religious 

chums watching Jesus for a violation.   

What they didn’t expect was that Jesus would also be watching them.  He 

was, and this is what he saw.  He saw a bunch of social climbers jockeying and 

maneuvering to get the best seats at dinner.  He saw people more obsessed with 

social status, with what people thought of them, than what their behavior said 



about their heart condition.  Jesus could smell the stench of human pride a mile 

away and he knew that it never led to anything good. They all had spiritual 

dropsy.  Their own hearts were drowning in the toxic fluids of their own pride. 

These people needed a little godly heads up, so he told them a parable 

about a wedding feast that included some sage advice.  If you are really worried 

about what people think and you don’t want to be embarrassed, start at the back 

of the room, start at the bottom and let the host lift you up. 

I’d like to believe that this is why so many Presbyterians stake out the back 

pew in worship, because of their deep spiritual humility.  But what I suspect is 

they congregate in the back to make for a quick exit during the last hymn so they 

can get on with their day.  Elsewhere we are told the story of the Pharisee and the 

publican in worship.  The self-righteous Pharisee goes right down front and thanks 

God that he is not a miserable sinner like that cowering publican in the back row 

who is so ashamed of his sin he won’t even dare to look up.  And Jesus’ verdict 

upon the two worshippers was that the humbled publican went down to his 

house justified in God’s eyes while the proud Pharisee left worship unchanged, in 

his heart and in his relationship with God.  Real worship begins in humility.  Spirit 

filled worship ought to bring about some change in our lives.  

This parable in Luke 14 is not concerned with matters of protocol in the 

sanctuary.  The setting is social but the issues are similar.  And the punch line is 

the same in both social and religious contexts.  It is stated succinctly in verse 11: 

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves 

will be exalted.” 

In my life I have very seldom been in situations so rife with social climbers 

and peacock posturing.  When I have been, I just wanted to escape as soon as 

possible.  I find such occasions both uncomfortable and dull.  And to be honest, I 

am thankful that few to none of you exhibit such behavior at wedding feasts and 

banquets, the intense machinations of brides and their mothers and their 

wedding planners fuming over seating arrangements notwithstanding.  How 

refreshing to be in a church family where most of us don’t feel the necessity to 

put on airs or to prove we are important to each other.  



 So why, Pastor Bill, are you preaching on this text if it is not relevant to our 

lives?  I asked myself the same question, and then my thoughts went on a little 

excursion into the dynamics of the spiritual walk we are on together.  Here is 

where my mind wandered. I remembered something I learned a while ago about 

how to get inside these scripture stories.  I’ve discovered it is fruitful to put 

yourself in the place of, inside the skin of, the least attractive person in the story.  

Ask yourself if you have ever been infected by self-righteousness, or status 

seeking, or pride of any sort for that matter.  Ask yourself if you have ever in your 

life thought more highly of yourself than you ought to have done. 

I thought back to the days when I myself was a rebellious adolescent 

developing into a know-it- all young adult.  I remember thinking how my parents 

and other adults just didn’t know a thing; they were as dumb as a post.  They 

were behind the times and just not hip enough, not cool enough for school. Later 

on I remember coming across a saying of Mark Twain’s: “I discovered that my 

parents got smarter every year older I got.”  I discovered the same thing 

especially after I had kids and started the arduous discipline of being a parent.  

Talk about coming across your own stupidity! 

Sometime later I began to hear sayings like, “If you are not a liberal when 

you are twenty, you have no heart; if you are not a conservative when you are 

fifty, you have no brain.”  How’s that for an invitation to pride.  I know I just 

infuriated half of you; calm down.  There’s more. I got even smarter and grabbed 

onto the cynical view that no one in power or authority, no politician to be sure, 

could be trusted.  All are corrupt! Finally I’ve learned that the Bible teaches me to 

pray for those who are in authority, even corrupt politicians who inflame my 

outrage! 

 And I remembered my early days as a newly born again Christian, thinking I 

pretty much knew what I needed to know.  When I was called to the ministry, I 

remember thinking I was going off to seminary just to polish the gem of my 

spirituality a little.  After all, I was a charismatic Christian coming from a Spirit-

filled church.  What more did I need?  In hindsight, the answer was and still is: a 

whole lot more!  In all these years following Christ I’ve gone from thinking I was 



just about complete to being one who knows he is still just a beginner and very 

much a work in progress. 

I could expand on all of this further but what I want you to notice is the 

trajectory of spiritual growth.  Jesus said that those who humble themselves will 

be exalted, but I wonder if there is not a step missing.  Is it possible for a proud 

person to humble themselves without first being humbled by life, by trials, and 

failures, and suffering, and loss that hurts enough to crack the veneer of the pride 

we are born with, the pride we call original sin?  Isn’t the process of being 

humbled itself a compassionate working of the Holy Spirit?  Under the Spirit’s 

tutelage we learn where to sit and how to wait upon the Lord.  Under the hand of 

the Holy Spirit we will all experience a season of stripping us down, of shaking 

what can be shaken in order that what cannot be shaken might be revealed and 

remain with us.  

 Jesus Christ alone will exalt us; he will lift us up, in a way that does not 

become a snare to us.  When the Lord humbles us it is much different than the 

humiliation that can be the result of the way people treat us as they devalue and 

shame us and put us in our place.  God humbles us in order, not to put us down or 

move us to a less honorable place in the seating arrangement at the Marriage 

Supper of the Lamb.  God humbles us to make us truly receptive to the kind of 

honor that comes from God and not from the fickle and tainted opinions of other 

sinners or of the world system that is passing away.  When God says, “Well done 

good and faithful servant; enter into the joy of your master,” well, that’s an 

exaltation worth hearing, receiving, and believing.  

Since I announced my impending retirement in June we together have been 

working through a wide range of emotions.  During what I call my good-bye tour, 

a number of people have said some very kind things to me and to Jean.  All of it 

has been deeply appreciated by us both.  But I have to confess that underneath 

my simple “thank you and I appreciate that,” there is a voice inside my head that 

says, “What, who me?”  It has really been my undeserved privilege to walk, and 

work, and live among you and have you return week after week and year after 

year to support me in my growth as a Christian man.  



 As we enter this final month of my pastoral work among you I am filled 

with a great contradiction between sadness and gladness, between the sense of 

my own loss as the present shape of our relationship comes to an end and my 

deep gratitude for you all.  I will carry you in m heart, and don’t forget, we have 

eternity in which to continue together in the presence of the Lord. 

 


