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September 1, 2019 

Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 

Luke 14:1, 7-14   Being Big and Small 

 

It was my moment of fame. There I was on the silver screen, appearing 

in the movie ‘Midway to Love.’ I was walking down the street in the 

background, with my kids behind, the main actress in the show. I know 

you aren’t supposed to be watching a movie for the extras. You are 

supposed to watch for the movie itself, and for the story that it tells. But 

I admit it, I was watching it for me. Well, for me AND for my kids. It 

was our Hollywood moment. 

I know, I know. Hardly anyone outside of Midway or my family knows 

or cares that I am in this movie. Because the movie is not about me. It’s 

about someone else. Literally, I am just a teeny, tiny part of a much 

bigger picture. And that’s what Jesus wants us to remind us of today. 

That we aren’t the star of the show. Everything is not about us. There is 

a much bigger picture. And truthfully, we are just a teeny, tiny part of it.  

For example, Jesus says, when you are invited to a big banquet, don’t 

turn it into an opportunity to show off. Be humble, Jesus says. Don’t 

head for the most honorable seats. It could be that someone more 
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important than you will arrive and you’ll have to give up your seat for 

them. And wouldn’t that be embarrassing? Instead, take the lowest seat. 

And maybe you’ll get to move up. It’s better to be promoted than taken 

down a peg. So, do yourself a favor. Start off humble, then you might be 

exalted. 

Jesus’ words for us today seem practical enough. Like they come from 

an etiquette manual. His words are good advice for how to impress 

people and do well in society. In fact, most people in his time would 

have recognized his words as such. What he says actually comes from 

the book of Proverbs in the Hebrew Bible. This book of the Bible gives 

advice about the proper way to do things. It gives wise advice on how to 

act in the same banqueting situations. But it imagines it with a royal 

twist. Proverbs 25:6-7 says: Do not put yourself forward in the king’s 

presence, or stand in the place of the great; for it is better to be told, 

‘Come up here’, than to be put lower in the presence of a noble. Good 

advice, it would seem, for everyday living, and not just royal settings: 

Don’t be proud. Don’t try to be the star of the show. It’s better to be 

lifted up than taken down. Be humble. And perhaps you will be exalted. 
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Wise words, yes. And I’d say most of us agree with them. But how often 

are we truly humble? How often do we take a back seat and put others 

first? How often are willing to be less so that others can be more? These 

words are good advice, but how often do we live by them? In the world 

of business and in the world of relationships and in the world of there 

just is not enough for everyone, being humble does not get you exalted. 

Being least does not make you the greatest. Being last does not make 

you first.  

It does not get you the best piece of chicken at the potluck. It does not 

get you into the VIP lounge at the airport. It does not get you the nice 

club seating at the football game with the free snacks and the reclining 

seats and the air conditioning. Putting yourself last does not get you the 

biggest, the best, and the most. But pursuing those things does. Pursuing 

that gets you the good stuff in life. But, Jesu says, it shall not be so 

among you. Getting the best for yourself is not my way or the way of the 

Kingdom of God. Stop competing. Stop trying to get ahead. Stop trying 

to be first and calculating every move to your greatest advantage. If your 

God is big, then you don’t have to be big. 
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Be humble, Jesus says. Don’t try to be first. Don’t try to make yourself 

the most important. I was tested in this regard last week. I went to a 

training class for substitute teachers in Woodford Co schools. At the 

beginning of the meeting, we took turns introducing ourselves, saying 

where we went to college or university. What teaching degrees we had. 

What experience we had and why we wanted to be a substitute. When it 

got to me, I said I was a pastor in Midway and the reason I wanted to be 

a teacher was to help my school in whatever way I could. And the 

administrator leading the class asked if I would like to apply for the 

secretarial jobs. I said I’d do whatever was useful. And then he moved 

on to the next person. And then I realized that he thought I didn’t have a 

college degree. I hadn’t mentioned it, so why would he? But being a 

pastor didn’t mean much. It didn’t mean that I had any formal training 

whatsoever. And that hit me right in the pride. I wanted to jump up in 

the meeting and say, “now hold on a second, buddy. Wait. Wait. Wait. I 

am a Presbyterian minister. And I don’t know if you know this, but 

Presbyterian ministers are all well-educated. I have two master’s 

degrees. I was a tutor for both ancient Greek and Biblical Greek. I could 
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substitute-teach your classes blindfolded. I think I could do more than 

your secretary job. How dare you, sir?” But it was a good thing that I 

was a little slow on the uptake. And it was a very good thing I didn’t 

make a big deal of this challenge to my education. Because BIG 

PICTURE ALERT: so what? What did it matter? Did it matter what he 

thought of me or what the group thought of me? NO. My transcripts 

from college would come in the mail and I’d be put on the sub list. And 

then I could do what I set out to do: help teachers and kids in our 

community. 

Be humble, Jesus says. Be small. Be the low person on the totem pole. 

Give the others the benefit of the doubt. Give up your seat. Give up your 

spot. Give up your ambition. Give up trying to be above everyone else. 

Instead, put others above you. That’s what Jesus tells us to do as his 

disciples. But admittedly, it’s hard because it goes against every instinct 

that we have. It challenges our need to protect ourselves. Because what 

about us? What if there is not enough? What if we miss out? What if we 

get lost in the shuffle? What if we are nobodies with nothing? We feel 

anxious and afraid when Jesus talks like this. And, you know what? 
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People felt that way in Jesus’ time too. Back then, life was just as much 

about who you knew and who knew you. And how much others thought 

of you. And there were no government safety nets for the poor or the 

sick. And there was no TV or internet to distract you. All there was were 

social gatherings, and dinner parties. It’s all there was to do. People had 

them to create social ties and foster connections and show off their 

hospitality. And getting invited to a dinner party was a big deal because 

ONE it meant you were impressive and TWO it meant others wanted to 

impress you. Even now, dinner parties are a way to impress. Think of 

wedding banquets. Or the dinners for prospective clients. Or the $400 a 

plate meals with the senator. 

Jesus reminds us, though, that things are different in the Kingdom of 

God. God doesn’t play that game. At the banquets God throws, no one 

needs to make themselves big. Because God is big enough. Jesus says: 

When you have a dinner party, don’t invite the high and mighty. Don’t 

sit with the cool kids at lunch so their cool will rub off on you. Don’t try 

to get invited out with the popular folks. It just reaffirms this social 

ladder thing. Eat with the unpopular folks. Sit with the undesirables. 
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Invite the unwanted and ignored to your banquets. Invite to your lunch 

table the ones who won’t give a bump to your reputation. Forget about 

improving your status or massaging your net worth. Be humble. Be 

small. Because your God is big.  

Last Sunday I was invited to a Family and Friends picnic with St. 

Matthew AME. And it was a treat. Not only because I got some really 

good food, but because I felt so welcome. And who am I really? What 

reason is there to invite me? I can’t join their church. I can’t increase 

their membership or improve their budget. I can’t be their next pastor. 

There is nothing I can give to their church. Except friendship. And some 

dance moves. I did dance a bit. Y’all, they have fun picnics. There were 

no ulterior motives. It was all grace. 

Be humble, Jesus says. Be small because God is big. Give without 

expecting something in return. Bless someone without expecting a thank 

you. Offer what you’ve got without hoping for recognition. Give for the 

sake of giving. Love for the sake of loving. Do it because that’s what 

God does. What Jesus gives us today isn’t just good advice. It is the way 

we follow him and it’s the way we become more like him. It is the path 
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to Jerusalem and to the cross.  Jesus becomes smaller for something 

bigger. He puts himself last, so we can come first. So that God’s 

kingdom can become ours too. And this is how God works, how God 

has always worked according to our Bible. Way back in Genesis, God 

didn’t choose a great big warrior king to start a new nation. God chose 

an immigrant named Abraham. God didn’t pick out a successful family 

to be God’s people. God chose people who were slaves in Egypt. God 

did not select a queen to bear the Messiah, but a nobody girl from 

Nazareth named Mary. And Jesus himself did not choose scholars and 

politicians to follow him, but fishermen and tax collectors. God’s sights 

are set on the least and the last. God picks out the weak and invites the 

small because those are the ones with room for a big, big God. 

Jesus invites us the humble and the small and he tells us to do the same. 

The word for invite in Greek is kaleo. It also means to call or summon. 

And Jesus plays on this double meaning. For all of his followers and 

disciples, the call to follow him is an invitation to take the lowest seat. It 

means loving just to love. It means serving just to serve.  As Jesus’ 

disciples, we don’t live to make ourselves bigger or make our church 
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bigger. We don’t exist to have the best things and the most things so we 

can impress our neighbors. We have been called, we have been invited 

to be humble. And believe in a big God who does big things. We are to 

make room all the time. We are to welcome strangers, it says in the letter 

of the Hebrews. Remember those in prison. Be content with what we 

have. Do good even if it doesn’t do us any good. These small things are 

what really matter to God. These sacrifices are part of THE sacrifice; the 

sacrifice that makes us more like Christ. Who made room for us. Who 

gave up his seat for us; who laid down his life for us, so we could have a 

place of honor at the heavenly banquet. 

Be humble. Be people with a big, big God. Every day, put others first. 

Give without expecting something in return. Invite someone to a meal 

who can’t invite you back. Offer your spot in line, your seat at the table. 

Be humble. Because this big table belongs to a big God. Who is big 

enough for everyone. 


