
Sermon 74: Luke 14:1-14: Jesus Confronts False Religion 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Religion without love 
Religion without humility 
Religion without generosity 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
We all know that false religion exists.  What are some of the facets of false religion?  True 
religion is revealed by God, false religion comes from anywhere else, either from man or 
worse some demonic source.  False religion because of it false view of God comes up with 
things that they think God will approve like suicide bombing; or because of their false view 
of salvation come up with strange ways of gaining forgiveness like self-flagellation.  Since 
these false religions are not built on the correctly interpreted truth of God’s word they are 
full of grand gestures of devotion that God does not require; list of rules that accomplish 
nothing; they can be full of the trappings of religion like expensive buildings, complicated 
liturgies, generations of tradition, clerical dresscodes, etc.  A classic contrast between true 
and false religion is found in Micah 6:6-8, ‘With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow 
myself before God on high?  Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year 
old?  Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?  
Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” 
He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do 
justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?’  Notice in v6-7 how those 
who do not know God’s character and how that shapes what He requires of us think God 
wants to be worshipped.  Ironically we see an increasing of laws God has not required 
because of our false view of God and a despising of the God of our own making.  It is quite 
common for legalists to quietly hate the God they invent.  Firstly, it is all about doing the 
proper ceremonies and making sure the sacrifices are done.  This is true but their thinking 
on it is not correct they think it is all about bribing God with the most expensive sacrifices 
like a calf.  In their hearts because they have a wrong view of God they think that God 
wants thousands of rams, 10 000 rivers of oil and even the blasphemous and idolatrous 
sacrificing of their firstborn children like the pagan religions.  In our sinfulness, in our 
ignorance, in our mistrust of God we add to, we exaggerate, we distort what God really 
requires.  So the prophet Micah responds, outlining what a life of faith working itself out in 
love looks like, the pursuit of justice, kindness, and humility.  False religion flows naturally 
from our fallen hearts; John Calvin calls the human heart an idol factory.  We constantly 
take the truth of God and what He requires of us and recast it according to our own 
distorted views.  This can happen in Israel and outside Israel, in the church and outside the 
church.   
 
Jesus has been progressively and systematically dismantling the false religion of first century 
Israel.  He confronts their self-righteousness, their legalism, their judgmentalism, their 
lovelessness, their exhibitionism, their theological errors, the majoring on minors, their 
greed, and alludes to their condemned state and the pending judgement that will come 
upon them.  The religious leaders have taken offence and now they are lying in wait for 
Him, 11:53-54; they are trying to hinder His progress in going to Jerusalem, 13:31; and 
pretense is breaking down and open hostility growing.  Chapter 14 begins with Jesus being 
invited to a leader among the religious leaders and yet despite the obvious trap the next two 
chapters are an intensive critique of false religion and showing of the true.  We will be 



looking at 14:1-14 and we will see how Jesus shows them to have a religion without love, a 
religion without humility and a religion without generosity. 
 
Religion without humility 
 
V1, ‘One Sabbath, when he went to dine at the house of a ruler of the Pharisees, they were 
watching him carefully.’  What should strike us as we begin to look at this text is that Jesus 
is willing to accept the invitation to dine with all sorts of sinners.  He does not only associate 
with the poor and lowly but with the rich religious sinner too.  We usually only have one 
category of sinner, the immoral kind; but remember that Christ reserved His strongest 
criticism for the religious and yet is willing to go to meals with them just as with the 
publicans.  He goes not to partake of their sins, not to approve of their lifestyles but to 
declare the truth in love.  We are told that it is the Sabbath day.  This is the 3rd and last 
Sabbath healing in Luke’s gospel.  Conflicts over the Sabbath have been many.  The 
Pharisees viewed it through the lens of law and legislation but Christ sees the Sabbath as 
made for man as a gift and a promise.  We are told that He went to dine, literally to eat 
bread.  In other words, this is the midday post synagogue Sabbath meal, a meal that would 
have been prepared the day before.  We are not told the particulars of the situation but that 
it was a ruler of the Pharisees, perhaps a synagogue ruler or chief priest; and that they were 
watching him carefully.  This sets the tone for us to know that all that is about to happen is 
a set up to try and catch Jesus out and get Him into trouble. 
 
V2, ‘And behold, there was a man before him who had dropsy.’  By the fact that Jesus sent 
this man home after his healing indicates that he was most likely not an invited guest.  
Public meals in the ancient world were done with open doors and windows.  People were 
allowed to listen in to the table talk, this man appears to be a walk in, though in light of the 
situation he is suspected to be a plant.  We are told that he has dropsy, this is the Bible’s 
way of describing edema.  In other words, this man had swelling of his limbs most likely due 
to the failure of some organ, his heart, liver, kidneys, etc.  If due to heart failure this man 
may be close to death.   
 
V3, ‘And Jesus responded to the lawyers and Pharisees, saying, “Is it lawful to heal on the 
Sabbath, or not?”  Luke notes Christ’s response in a very interesting way.  You will see that 
it says Jesus responded.  But there is no comment or question.  However, since the situation 
appears to be a deliberate set up by the leaders, Jesus sees through this and is therefore 
responding to the elephant in the room.  Jesus and the leaders have been around this issue 
several times.  Can a person be healed on the Sabbath?  Jesus sees that the Sabbath is for 
man’s good and makes many arguments about why a person should be healed.  The 
Pharisees due to the many laws they have added to the Sabbath feel that healing does not 
fit into what is allowable and therefore a sin.  You will notice that Jesus targets the lawyers 
and the Pharisees with His question.  The legal experts who have been authoritatively 
denouncing His actions and binding the consciences of God’s people.  The question is a 
simple one, is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath; is it allowable to use the power of God to do 
good to one of God’s own on the Sabbath?  Is there a contradiction between the power of 
God and the way it works and the law of God and what is requires?   
 
V4, ‘But they remained silent. Then he took him and healed him and sent him away.’  We 
see that they will not answer.  Here is their opportunity to resist Him to His face, to present 
the obvious logic of their case and to show up the obvious error of His position but they will 
not.  Was this a predetermined strategy hoping that His actions would indict Him?  Was it 
because they had tangled with Christ and lost too many times?  We are not told.  As a 
matter of fact Christ heals him and sends him away. 



 
V5, ‘And he said to them, “Which of you, having a son or an ox that has fallen into a well on 
a Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him out?”  At this point you can imagine the sorts 
of thoughts that the Pharisees are thinking to themselves: He breaks the Sabbath; He must 
be a false prophet; Has He no concern for the law of God?  Jesus presses into the issue of 
their loveless religion showing how hypocritical and inconsistent they were.  Jesus again 
uses the example of someone of even an animal needing help on the Sabbath.  He uses the 
example of a son hoping to stir some filial compassion; as well as an argument from the 
allowable and understandable pity we feel when we see an animal in distress.  (Baby 
chicken story).  I remember the story of Jessica McClure who fell down a well and was 
trapped there for 56 hours.  I remember the tension in the room as we all watched the 
footage and described the terrible claustrophobia that we would feel.  It is to these 
emotions that Christ appeals as He tries to help these legalists see that it is good and right 
to heal someone in need without delay.  He exposes their lack of love, their lack of 
compassion, their fixation on rules and how their use of law has drifted from one of the 
purposes of God, to serve and bless mankind.  And so we see their shame in v6, where once 
they would not answer, now in shame they cannot, ‘And they could not reply to these 
things.’ 
 
Friends do you love people and want to see them blessed?  Legalism is an enemy to love 
but the gospel of grace the pathway to it.  If you are someone who thinks that you have to 
earn your way to heaven and not receive eternal life as a free gift by grace, this will shape 
the way you treat people.  If the default way you think is that you have to impress God with 
how well your perform His law this will shape how you treat other people.  The constant 
sense of unworthiness that you heighten with your constant evaluation by the law will train 
your mind to see others the same way, and then that anger and stringency you have with 
yourself becomes the way you treat others.  This wrong view of God, a God without grace 
leads us to treating others without grace.   
Do you have a positive view of the law and see it as for our good?  When you turn the 
usefulness of the law into the single purpose of being a stairway to heaven and cannot see 
that one of the uses of the law is to map out the good life of human flourishing, the law will 
become a hated burden not a gift.  And you will wield it as a stick and afflict others with it 
rather than glory in its goodness and help others to want to live by it.  One of my fears is 
that those who have a legalistic view of the law, who see it as a stick to beat people over 
the head with, who view God as only angry all the time and not giving the law as a marker 
of the way to living happy in holiness, that they will become those who end up being angry 
at God and casting Him and His law off altogether.  It might sound counterintuitive but I 
have heard the story over and over again.  Those who were once narrow and legalistic who 
did not fully comprehend the gospel of grace and who were orienting their lives by law.  
When culture moved in what appeared to be a move of justice and compassion to 
accommodate things like homosexual marriage and gender fluidity, it appeared as if 
unbelievers had more grace and compassion than God and so they gave up what they 
thought was loveless for what they perceived to be loving.  Legalism is a seed bed for 
atheism. 
 
With a proper view of the gospel you will have a proper view of the law.  The three uses of 
the law help us here.  The first use of the law is the use for government, when we use the 
law to shape law in order to restrain sin in our lives and society.  Governmental use of the 
law, parental use of the law is a good thing that helps keep sin in check at large.  The 
second use of the law is as a mirror to expose our sin and inability to save ourselves apart 
from Christ’s life and death for us.  Here is where we preach the law as part of the gospel 
helping people see their sins and sinfulness that they might stop looking to their own good 



deeds and morality and look to Christ for salvation.  He alone is perfect and can keep the 
law and can pay for sin when we cannot.  The third use of the law meditates on how the 
law reflects the character of God and outlines the way those made in the image of God 
ought to live.  Here we see that we do not keep the law in order to save ourselves but as a 
service to our neighbor.  Here we see God’s good wisdom for living.  If we have salvation in 
Christ we will not turn this use of the law into a stairway to heaven.  If we do not have 
Christ we intensify this aspect until it becomes a set of rules that are regulated as if uor lives 
depended on them that we afflict upon ourselves and on others.  Think about the Pharisees 
and the Sabbath, they were relying upon the Sabbath law for their rightstanding with God as 
a result they made all sorts of rules to ensure a perfect obedience.  They inflicted this on 
themselves and others.  Jesus reminds us that the law is good, Sabbath was made to 
benefit man, and the God of grace who seeks our good loves to do good on the Sabbath.  It 
is not the means by which we get our way into heaven rather it is a gift of rest, family and 
worship.  Those who have salvation in Christ and are not looking to Sabbath keeping as a 
way to heaven can enjoy these aspects, but not like the legalist who observes the Sabbath 
like his life depends on it. 
 
Religion without humility 
 
Jesus has shown them that their religion lacks love, now He shows them that their religion 
lacks humility.  V7, ‘Now he told a parable to those who were invited, when he noticed how 
they chose the places of honor, saying to them.’  The parable that Christ is about to tell in 
v8-10 is aimed at the dinner guests, the parable of 12-14 at the host.  Christ observes and 
draws attention again to the self-promoting aspects of false religion.  You will remember 
that Jesus has spoken about not doing our praying before men, not doing our fasting before 
men, not doing our giving in order to be seen by men.  He uses parables that have 
Pharisees publicly praying about how great they are and not like other sinners.  Here he 
draws attention to the way in which people scramble for the seats of honor at a dinner 
party.  The typical scenario was a group of tables set up in a U pattern. The host would be 
seated in the middle at the bottom of the U with the two side tables extending out from his 
position like two arms.  He would have 3 seats to his right and left before the other guests 
would have to sit along the side tables.  The most honored guests would sit at this head 
table, the most honored position to his direct left and right.   
 
Christ gives them a parable illustrating from human party etiquette how humility is the way 
to being honored by God, v8-10, ‘“When you are invited by someone to a wedding feast, do 
not sit down in a place of honor, lest someone more distinguished than you be invited by 
him, 9 and he who invited you both will come and say to you, ‘Give your place to this 
person,’ and then you will begin with shame to take the lowest place. 10 But when you are 
invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that when your host comes he may say to you, 
‘Friend, move up higher.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at table 
with you.’  Now this is not a traditional parable but more like a lesson from an embarrassing 
situation.  Imagine it, a friend invites you to a meal, you think to yourself, I am the most 
important person in the room, I will take the most important seat.  So you take your seat 
and then someone who is an official or truly important walks in and you have to be publicly 
asked to leave your seat, but all the other seats except for the lowest ones are taken and 
you have to do a walk of shame before the other guests and take up a lower position.  This 
is a picture of the way in which the Jews promoted themselves with their self-importance in 
God’s presence.  They thought themselves worthy but they were not.  The way to be 
promoted in God’s kingdom is by humbling ourselves not being filled with a false sense of 
our own righteousness and importance, and then God will raise us up.  God gives grace to 
the humble but humbles the proud. Jesus articulates this clearly in v11, ‘For everyone who 



exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”  You see, 
whenever we have a religion that relies upon its own goodness for salvation we will have 
pride.  The good news in the gospel is that God is asking us to own our brokenness, to 
admit our guilt, to claim our helplessness, to be poor in spirit and come to Him who can 
cleanse, He who is willing to forgive, He who has provided a payment for sin in Christ.  We 
are not being asked to lie about our standing with a false sense of humility but to remove 
our masks and be ourselves as we are as sinners in need of saving.  False religion is proud 
and lacks humility and that is why any religion that finally rests on our own works will result 
in God judging us not saving us.  But any who come before God as humble sinners and beg 
His pardon, He will forgive.   
 
Religion without generosity 
 
Religion without love, religion without humility and next Jesus exposes a religion without 
generosity.  V12, ‘He said also to the man who had invited him, “When you give a dinner or 
a banquet, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, 
lest they also invite you in return and you be repaid.’  Reciprocity not generosity is the 
driving force in false religion.  My love of self and not my love of others drives me on.  Jesus 
is rebuking that sinful self-love that infects our doing things for others so that we turn even 
our good deeds into ways that we sinfully benefit.  Now there are some disagreements 
about whether as Christians there is allowed to be a holy self-interest.  There were some 
forms of philosophy which speak about pure love and true good deeds only flowing from 
pure self-disinterest.  These are barren and abstract ideas that do not harmonize with the 
worldview of the Bible.  We all know that we are to love our neighbors as ourselves.  In 
other words, there is a legitimate self-concern that God acknowledges that should keep us 
honest when loving others.  True sin wants to come in a take over the necessary self-
concern that we are allowed to have and turn it into selfishness, but this does not deny the 
possibility of self-interest.  Our allowances for legitimate self-interest flow from God’s love of 
us.  God desires for us to benefit, God desires to glorify Himself in us enjoying good gifts, 
God seeks for us to enjoy His gifts and return it back to Him in praise legitimizing the pursuit 
of those things God seeks to give us.  It is not the primacy of the self that necessitates a 
legitimate self-interest but God’s concern for us.  To deny that we seek things like eternal 
life, or the rewards He encourages us to pursue is to say that God has sinned and is wrong 
in calling us to want these things.  Our view of the universe revolves around God and His 
will not some abstract notion of abstract self-disinterest. 
 
Jesus highlights three groups of people that we show hospitality to, but all in the hope of 
receiving it in return.  Our friends, our relatives, or rich neighbors.  Jesus instructs us in a 
better way, v13-14, ‘But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the 
blind, 14 and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. For you will be repaid at 
the resurrection of the just.”  In contrast to the people we like and can benefit from Jesus 
lists those who are truly incapable of returning the favor and who would be considered less 
favorable in the eyes of society.  And in a culture where things like poverty and blindness 
might be God punishing you for sin, even scandalous.  All of these invitation might have 
given an appearance of being liberal but it is clear that it was just a disguised service of self.  
Christ calls us to service that loves others and seeks to benefit those who need it, not a 
service that just ends up being another way of serving yourself.  Jesus is calling for an 
element of real sacrifice.  As Christians we have the greatest model, motivation and power 
to do this.  Think about our poverty in sin, think about Christ being rich and listen to the 
words of Paul, 2 Cor. 8:9, ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he 
was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.’  
Christ saves us by His grace because of His own generosity not because we would repay 



Him.  God is self-sufficient, He did not save us because He needed us or that we could add 
something to Him that He didn’t have, or would return the favor.  We have been served by 
this God, we have the selfless example of this God, and the Spirit of this God living within us 
shaping this type of service to others within us.  Are we walking in the flesh that serves for 
sinful reasons, or are we learning to serve as Christ has served us.   
 
But our text gives us a second motive for serving those who cannot repay.  Jesus tells us 
that we can live by faith in this life giving to others without being repaid because one day, 
on the day of the resurrection and our good deeds are judged, God will repay us.  What a 
way to consider rewards.  Think about it, who would you rather have reward your sacrifices, 
those other sinners who you sacrifice for who will only be able to give out of their own finite 
measure, from hearts as tainted as yours; or would you rather be rewarded by the one who 
has an infinite store of goodness, who sees our good deeds washed in the blood of Christ, 
and who promises to multiply your rewards a hundredfold?   
 
We have been looking at Jesus exposing the inadequacies of false religion, that it is loveless 
in its legalism, that it is proud and self-promoting, and that it is selfish in its apparent giving.  
But true religion, that is loved and saved by a gracious God, who calls us to imitate His love 
of sinners.  The gospel of grace enables a true religion that can be loving because He has 
loved us, humble because we are broken sinners, and generous because He teaches us how 
and will one day reward us.                  
 
                
 
       
  


