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STORIES THAT PACK A PUNCH 
 

Study 6 
 

Pathetic Excuses and Amazing Generosity 
(Luke 14:15-24) 

 
Not everybody likes parties.  But festal occasions were an important feature of 
first century Mediterranean life and still are to this day.  It comes as no surprise 
that one of Jesus’ parables should have a banquet as its setting.  The choice of this 
setting in the parable before us is highly appropriate for several reasons.  The most 
important of these is that many if not all of the hearers would have known that the 
(messianic) banquet symbolized salvation.  Clearly, Jesus is telling us something 
important about the kingdom of God and salvation.  So, let’s dive into this 
fascinating parable. 
 
WHAT? 
 
1. The Setting 

 
The context of this parable is more important than is generally realized.   
 

¥ In the first place, it’s setting in Luke’s Gospel is significant.  In 
chapter 13:29, Luke reports Jesus as saying, “People will come from 
east and west and north and south, and take their places at the feast 
in the kingdom of God.“  Luke continues, “One Sabbath, Jesus went to 
eat in the house of a Pharisee” (14:1).  “When he noticed how guests 
picked the places of honor at the table, he told them a parable about 
the embarrassment of a person who seeks the prestige of a good 
seat” (14:7).  “Then Jesus said to his host, ‘When you give a luncheon 
or dinner, do not invite your friends. . . Invite the poor, the crippled, 
the lame, the blind’” (14:12-14).  Of course, this does not mean that it 
is wrong to invite one’s friends for a meal.  It emphasizes (among 
other things) the idea is that hospitality with a view to reciprocity is 
not really hospitality at all.  
 
One of the people at the table (possibly realizing that there was 
more to Jesus’ teaching than table etiquette) said to Jesus: “Blessed 
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is the man who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of God” (14:15).  
That brings us to a most important observation. 
  

¥ In the second place, its Old Testament background is significant.  
Jesus did not speak in a vacuum.  Kenneth Bailey observes: “The 
banquet is a symbol for salvation.  This salvation culminates at the 
end of history with a final great banquet.  That last great banquet is 
commonly referred to as the messianic banquet of the end times.”1 

 
A key passage here is Isaiah 25:6-9.  Note that the banquet is for 
all peoples/nations, it consists of the very best food and wine and it 
involves the destruction of the shroud or veil that prevents the 
Gentiles from enjoying God’s salvation.  The banquet is pure grace and 
it is open to all (notice the repetition of the word all in verses 6-8).  
In the inter-testamental period the banquet theme was developed 
but Isaiah’s open-ended vision was eliminated.  Many of Jesus’ 
hearers (including the man who made the comment) were hoping to be 
included in the great banquet’s exclusive guest list.  They had missed 
the point of Isaiah 25 and indeed the reason for Abraham’s call and 
the existence of Israel (Gen 12:1-3; Ex 19:5-6; Ps 67). 
 

2. The Parable 
 
 A Double Invitation 
 A great banquet is hosted by a man of wealth and influence.  He invites his 

peers and associates to the banquet and they accept his invitation.  The 
“double invitation” is in keeping with traditional Middle Eastern custom.  
Response to the initial invitation constitutes a firm commitment.  On the 
strength of this, the lavish meal is prepared.  Once the countdown starts it 
cannot be stopped.  The animal is slaughtered.  And the guests are 
summoned “at the time of the banquet.”  The particular language used here 
“triggers in the listeners’ ears rumblings of great events: “Come, for 
everything is now ready.”2 

 
 But the parable takes a totally unexpected turn.  Invitations had been 

accepted, the animal slaughtered, the meat cooked, the guests summoned.  
But “all alike” (unanimously) dishonor their commitment.  A last minute 
refusal is bad taste in any culture, but in that culture it was an unbelievably 

                                                
1 Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes: A Literary-Cultural Approach 

to the Parables in Luke. Combined Ed. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1976 and 1980), 89. 
2 Ibid., 95. 
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rude affront to the host.  The idiom translated “all at once” registers huge 
surprise. 

 
 Lame Excuses 
 There is an even greater shock in store.  The excuses are so pathetic as to 

be laughable and add insult to injury.  The first said, “I have just bought a 
field and I must go and see it.  Please excuse me.”  Jesus’ hearers would have 
known that this was a bold-faced lie.  Bailey assures us that “no one buys a 
field in the Middle east without knowing every square foot of it like the back 
of his hand.”3  It would be like a suburbanite cancelling a dinner engagement 
by saying: “I just bought a new house I had never seen over the phone and I 
must now go and see what it has in the way of accommodation and check on 
its locality.”  In any event, in the timeless Middle East, this kind of urgency 
would not arise.  Real estate does not get up and walk away.  The excuse is so 
pathetic that no one in Jesus’ audience would have believed it.  In some ways, 
a blatant refusal to come would have been better than a paper-thin excuse 
like this.  

 
 Another said, “I have just bought five yoke of oxen and I am on my way to 

try them out.  Please excuse me.”  This excuse is just as ludicrous as the 
first’s had been.  The oxen would have been tested before the buyer even 
began to negotiate a price.   

 
 The third invited guest was not as polite as the other two.  He says, “I just 

got married so I can’t come.”  For three reasons, this refusal is worse than 
the first two.  No one would believe the first two, but this is even more far-
fetched.  He would not have just got married that very day.  A great 
banquet would certainly not have been scheduled in the village on the same 
day as a wedding.  There was a formal restraint in talking about women in 
Middle Eastern society.  The implications of the excuse would be rude in any 
society but totally unprecedented in that society and people would have been 
offended by it.  It was guaranteed to infuriate the host.  This man doesn’t 
even ask to be excused. 

 
 Into the Streets and Alleys 
 Surprise mounts as the insulted host orders his servant to “go out into the 

streets and alleys of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind 
and the lame.”  A benevolent man may feed the poor and the disabled, but no 
one would invite these outcasts as guests to a lavish banquet. 

 

                                                
3 Bailey, Through Peasant Eyes, 95. 
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 The Roads and Country Lanes   
 But even after the invitation had been extended to the poor of the village, 

there was still room.  So the master instructed his servants: “Go out to the 
roads and country lanes and compel them to come in, so that my house will be 
full.”  Two comments are necessary here: 

 
¥ The Lord intentionally included two invitations to outsiders.  This has 

to be significant.  If all he wanted to indicate was that some who 
were originally invited excluded themselves and that their places 
were given to those who were not on the original guest list, one 
extended invitation would have been sufficient. 

 
¥ The servants were instructed to “compel” those on the roads and 

country lanes to come in.  This passage has been used (abused) to 
justify coercion (for example in the Spanish Inquisition).  But here’s 
the point.  In the Middle East, an unexpected invitation, especially 
where the guest is of a lower social rank than the host, must (at 
first) be refused.  That was only polite.  The one issuing the invitation 
would then prevail upon the guest--the equivalent of our saying, “I 
insist!”  The servant might take the startled guest by the arm and 
gently pull him along.  In the case envisaged here, the guests are 
paralyzed, not because they are unwilling (that would put them in the 
same category as the three who refused to come), but because they 
cannot believe their ears: “How could this be true?” asks the 
outsider.  “For me?  What have I ever done for him?  I cannot 
reciprocate?  The host is not serious!”  Bailey explains: “The host 
knows that this kind of shock and unbelief will face the 
servant/messenger at every turn, so he instructs the same to 
overcome reserve and unbelief by the only method possible--with a 
smile grab them by the arm and pull them in.  Demonstrate to them 
that the invitation is genuine.”4 

 
2. The Interpretation   

 
On the surface, this is a parable about the rudeness of making excuses and 
the amazing generosity of a gracious host.  Of course, we could say that the 
host was determined to have his house full come what may or that he just 
did not want to waste the meal.  Both the immediate context and the general 
background help us to see that there is much more to the parable than that.  
The invited guests who did not come to the party represent those to whom 

                                                
4 Ibid., 108. 
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the kingdom was offered, had declared that they were willing to come but 
then (inexplicably) reneged on their commitment.   
 
The unexpected invitees from the streets and alleys of the town symbolize 
the outcasts of Israel who were attracted to Jesus and welcomed by him 
(the ‘down-and-outs’ like lepers and the ‘up-and-outs’ like tax collectors).  
They were Israelites but the religious Jews did not think they were eligible 
for the great “feast in the kingdom of God” (14:15).  Those who were on the 
roads (highways) and country lanes are total outsiders.  There is no hint that 
they are outcasts from their society.  All we know about them is that they 
are from beyond the host’s community. 
 
This third group represents the Gentiles to whom God’s grace would be 
extended.  This is a consistent emphasis in Luke’s Gospel as well as in the 
Acts (which is a sequel to Luke).  There is a major emphasis on the extension 
of the invitation to include Gentiles in Luke and in the Acts (Luke 2:32; 3: 6, 
38; 4:25-47; 24:47; Acts 1:8; 8:4-8; 11:18, 20-24; 13:46-48; 14:27; cf. Rom 
11:13-22; Gal 3:14, 28-29; Eph 2:11-22; 3:6; Rev 7:4-10; 21:12, 14).   
 
The signs of rejection were already present.  And, even before it happens, 
Jesus is speaking about the extension of the invitation to the Gentiles.  This 
gracious inclusion filled Paul with a sense of wonder (Rom 11:33-36; Eph 3:14-
21). 
 

3. Important Implications 
 

¥ Jesus is the one who calls for participation in the messianic banquet 
of salvation. 

 
¥ In one sense this banquet is already underway but in another it has 

yet to come to complete fulfillment when all the guests are assembled 
(Luke 13:28-29). 

 
¥ It is amazing that people who have indicated that they come to the 

banquet should then decline on pretexts that are both stupid and 
insulting.  (Is it not reasonable to assume that there is a deeper 
reason for their refusal to come?) 

 
¥ Grace is unbelievable.  The moment grace ceases to be amazing, it 

ceases to be grace!  Imagine the surprise of the ‘cripples’ of the 
village and the travelers when they received an invitation that was 
totally ‘undeserved’. 
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¥ Though this is not the main point, the parable teaches mission by 

implication.  For God’s salvation to reach the ends of the earth (Isa 
49:6), someone must take the message and present it as a winsome 
summons to share in the Master’s generosity. 

 
¥ Those who spurn the invitation cut themselves off from the benefits 

available at the banquet (14:24). 
 

SO WHAT? 
 
1. Jesus’ hearers had missed a most important point about the ultimate great 

banquet (set out in Isaiah 25: 6-9).  What was it?  Do you think we (as God’s 
people) are in danger of making the same mistake (practically if not 
theoretically)? 

 
2. Do people today make excuses similar to the three we encounter in this 

parable?  
 

3. Anyone can see how paper-thin these excuses were.  Was there an 
underlying reason for the defection of the invited guests?  What do you 
think it was? 

 
NOW WHAT? 
 
1. Would you say that you understand the concept of grace?  Try to explain 

grace by picturing an act (and attitude) of sheer grace.  Use your 
imagination.  Be bold in your analogy!  In what way have you received God’s 
grace? 

 
2. They say, “An excuse is the skin of a reason, puffed up with a lie.”  And 

sometimes we believe our own excuses.  Do you ever make excuses that 
obscure the hidden reason for your behavior from you? 
 

3. So, you are a recipient of God’s unmerited favor.  How should this impact 
your attitude towards others? 


