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I. Introduction 
 

The Parable of the Great Banquet,
1
 found in Luke 14:15-24, contains Jesus’ response to a 

dinner companion who makes a positive exclamation about the Kingdom of God.  Unlike 

Matthew, who frequently begins Jesus’ sayings with the phrase “the kingdom of heaven is like 

[this or that],” Luke records several of the Savior’s responses which, on the face of things, 

appear to be only vaguely related to the topic of the Kingdom of God.  This parable is one such 

saying.  Much has been made of its details:  the identity of the host, the identity of the servant, 

the identity of the invited guests, the meanings of the three excuses, the identity of those who are 

brought in for the banquet, and so forth.  Many scholars have attempted to allegorize or to 

spiritualize this parable; some argue that it refers to the transference of the grace of God from the 

Jews to the Gentiles,
2
 while others state that it points to the nature of the great eschatological 

banquet at the end of the age.
3
 

In contrast, this present work will argue, after considering the literary background and 

socio-historical background of the passage, that the Parable of the Great Banquet has everything 

to do with one’s religious duty and service in the present tense.  Specifically, Jesus uses this 

story (a) to emphasize the reality that the Kingdom of God is now and (b) to teach that Kingdom 

work is defined by ministry to “the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.”
4
  Jesus achieves 

these goals by presenting, in the midst of an elite social gathering, a wonderfully crafted parable 

filled with double entendres and subtle jabs at the current social order. 

 

                                                 
1
 I deliberately choose this title over against “The Messianic Banquet” because, as will be argued below, I 

believe the emphasis of this parable is not so much on eschatology as it is on present-day service. 
2
 Clive Beed and Cara Beed, “Jesus and Equity in Material Distribution,” Evangelical Quarterly 77, no. 2 

(April 2005): 106. 
3
 Humphrey Palmer, “Just Married, Cannot Come,” Novum Testamentum 18, no. 4 (October 1976): 241. 

4
 Luke 14:21. 
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II. Literary Context 

First, it should be stated that the Parable of the Great Banquet is a complete literary unit.  

The boundaries of the parable are easily seen:  beginning with Luke 14:15, which records the 

statement that prompts Jesus to speak, the parable extends through Luke 14:24, at which point 

Jesus’ words come to an end.  This parable concludes Luke’s narration of a dinner meeting at the 

house of an important but unnamed Pharisee; this dinner meeting is literarily distinct from both 

the preceding text (Jesus grieves over Jerusalem) and the following text (Jesus, while traveling, 

speaks to the crowds). 

The Parable of the Great Banquet is an example of a “narrative parable,” or a parable that 

tells a story in order to make a specific point.
5
  Such a parable is not to be interpreted 

allegorically or prescriptively; instead, its meaning comes from “the configuration of action and 

understanding as a whole.”
6
  However, this particular parable differs slightly from the typical 

narrative parable.  Usually, a narrative parable focuses on a master character and a servant 

character; the servant brings unity to the story and often experiences a significant internal change 

of heart.  In the Parable of the Great Banquet, however, both master and servant influence the 

story from beginning to end, and neither experience a great change of character.
7
 

The immediate literary context of this parable, Luke 14:1-24, forms, according to many 

scholars, a “literary unity.”
8
  To this end, Willi Braun suggests that the gospel of Luke is 

composed in such a way that “each sub-unit contributes towards the building up of a ‘pattern of 

argumentation’, the purpose of which is to explain a word or action in which the kernel of the 

                                                 
5
 Dan O. Via, “The Relationship of Form to Content in the Parables: The Wedding Feast,” Interpretation 

25, no. 2 (April 1971): 174. 
6
 Ibid. 

7
 Ibid., 180-1. 

8
 Timothy Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest: A Narrative-Critical Interpretation,” Perspectives in 

Religious Studies 16, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 17. 



Aukerman 3 

episode is contained.”
9
  Thus, it is crucial to understand that Luke 14:1-14 sets the stage for the 

parable at hand.  In these verses, Jesus goes to the Pharisee’s house on a Sabbath day, heals a 

sick man, challenges the people’s concept of working on the Sabbath, criticizes how the guests 

choose seats of honor, and instructs his host about whom he should invite to such dinner 

engagements.  Each of these elements “underpins the meaning” of the parable.
10

  The impact of 

Luke 14:1-14 on the meaning of this parable will be discussed below in greater detail; for now, it 

is enough to recognize that the themes of feasts, social gatherings, and humility pervade the 

immediate context of the parable. 

Luke 14:1-24 contains specific linguistic clues that influence the interpretation of its 

concluding parable.  For example, the master’s command to “bring in the poor, the crippled, the 

blind, and the lame”
11

 echoes Jesus’ command to “invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the 

blind.”
12

  These four categories, while given in slightly different orders, are described by the 

same four Greek words in both verses.  Also, the phrase “those who were invited” (τ�ν 

κεκληµéνων) in verse 24 uses the same Greek participle as “the guests” (το
̋ κεκληµéνου̋) in 

verse 7.
13

  Perhaps the author of Luke intended for his readers to notice these connections; the 

point of the parable may have something to do with the host Pharisee and the people he had or 

had not invited to his dinner meeting. 

Even though the verses that follow this parable apparently push the gospel narrative to a 

different setting, the remainder of Luke 14 includes some of the themes in the Parable of the 

Great Banquet.  For instance, Jesus states that his followers must “hate father and mother, wife 

                                                 
9
 Maureen Moran, review of Feasting and Social Rhetoric in Luke 14, by Willi Braun, Biblical 

Interpretation 7, no. 4 (October 1999): 451. 
10

 Ibid., 452. 
11

 Luke 14:21. 
12

 Luke 14:13. 
13

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 19. 
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and children, brothers and sisters” and must “give up all [their] possessions.”
14

  The attitudes of 

despising possessions and relatives contrast directly with the attitudes of this parable’s excuse-

makers, who refuse to come to the banquet because of their possessions (land and oxen) and 

relatives (a wife).
15

  The author of Luke has therefore collected stories and sayings in such a way 

that this parable fits in nicely with the flow of the gospel narrative. 

What about the larger context of this parable?  What is happening in Luke on a broader 

scale?  This parable sits in the middle of Luke’s so-called “travel narrative” that documents 

Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem.  Within this long narrative, the “conflict between Jesus and the 

Pharisees reaches its peak” as contrasts are drawn between different understandings of Jesus’ 

ministry and between different perspectives on the Kingdom of God.
16

  Thus, this parable serves 

to reinforce the idea that Jesus and the Pharisees do not see eye to eye on some rather important 

issues.  Also, one of the strongest themes in Luke is reversal of social roles.  Timothy Noël 

suggests three dimensions of this Lucan theme: 

(1) Greatness cannot be determined by external trappings.  The greater may be the one 

who serves the table rather than the one who is served.  (2) One should not, therefore, 

seek places of priority.  Humility should rule the situation.  (3) In the final analysis, in the 

kingdom, the ones who exalt themselves will be brought down, while the humble will be 

exalted.
17

 

 

 These thematic elements are readily visible in the introductory material that precedes the 

Parable of the Great Banquet.  They are also present in the parable itself; on a surface reading, 

one may find bits and pieces of evidence of these elements, but when we interpret this parable in 

context, we will find that it does in fact support these themes strongly. 

                                                 
14

 Luke 14:26 and 14:33, respectively.  These requirements deserve a complete investigation, but such an 

investigation is beyond the scope of the task at hand. 
15

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 24.  See Luke 14:18-19. 
16

 John T. Carroll, “Luke’s Portrayal of the Pharisees,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 50, no. 4 (October 

1988): 611. 
17

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 20. 
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 The Parable of the Great Banquet is not unique to Luke; a parallel (but rather different) 

passage occurs in Matthew 22:1-14.  Since the parable is missing from Mark, we may surmise 

that it belongs to the so-called Q material from which Matthew and Luke draw.  In Matthew’s 

rendition of the parable, the occasion for the feast is a celebration of the prince’s wedding.  

Instead of making excuses, some of the invited guests simply ignore the king’s summons; others 

kill the king’s messengers.  The king then brings in “the bad and the good,” and one of those 

guests is subsequently thrown out of the banquet hall on account of his inadequate attire.  

According to Dan Via, Luke’s parable is unlimited and free, but  

Matthew’s version of the parable is limited and provisional.  It is limited by being the call 

to the church rather than the call to God, and it is provisional in that those who are called 

and included still face the threat of expulsion.
18

 

 

 Luke, on the other hand, emphasizes “the difficulty of getting enough people off the 

streets to fill the hall”;
19

 there simply are not enough poor, crippled, blind, and lame people to fill 

the master’s banquet hall!  Here we begin to see the magnitude of Luke’s emphasis on the 

necessity of ministry to social outcasts.  The differences between Matthew’s presentation and 

Luke’s presentation highlight the intended meaning of the parable in Luke’s eyes. 

III. Socio-historical Context 

If the immediate literary context of this parable is a record of a first-century dinner 

meeting at the home of an important Pharisee, then we must explore the socio-historical 

background of such an event.  The ancient Jewish world revolved around the opposite poles of 

honor and shame; in fact, “honor ultimately counted more than wealth” in Jesus’ day.
20

  Being 

included in the guest list for a dinner party was a matter of great honor, because sharing a meal 

                                                 
18

 Via, “The Relationship of Form to Content in the Parables,” 178. 
19

 Palmer, “Just Married, Cannot Come,” 251. 
20

 John S. Kloppenborg, “The Dishonoured Master (Luke 16, 1-6a),” Biblica 70, no. 4 (1989): 488, quoted 

in David Landry and Ben May, “Honor Restored: New Light on the Parable of the Prudent Steward (Luke 16:1-8a),” 

Journal of Biblical Literature 119, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 293. 
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with a Jewish host was an extremely intimate occasion.
21

  The guests were usually invited twice:  

once to solicit their commitment to come, and again to inform them that the time had come for 

the banquet.  A guest who accepted the first invitation but rejected the second – we have three 

such guests within this parable – brought great shame upon the host.
22

  Once at the dinner, a 

guest’s seating location reflected how honored that guest was; the closer to the host, the more 

honored the guest.
 23

  In Luke 14:7-11, Jesus criticizes how the guests jockeyed for positions of 

honor at the dinner table; thus, we see how his teachings were antithetical to the common 

practice of the day. 

What kind of people would be invited to these dinner parties?  Such events were attended 

by the host’s friends and relatives as well as any rich neighbors with whom the host wanted to be 

associated, for hosting such a party “reinforced relationships and social boundaries, and 

anticipated repayment.”
24

  This makes Jesus’ command to his host just before this parable all the 

more meaningful:  “But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the 

blind.  And you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the 

resurrection of the righteous.”
25

  This was precisely what the host had not done, for the sick man 

at the beginning of the narrative was apparently not on the guest list:  Jesus “sent him on his 

way” after healing him.
26

  The sociological context of dinner parties in an honor/shame society 

prepares us to investigate the true meaning of the Parable of the Great Banquet. 

We also need to consider the situation of the poor, the blind, the crippled, and the lame in 

the first-century Jewish culture.  The Pharisees, adhering strictly to the Mosaic Law, certainly 

                                                 
21

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 21. 
22

 Daniel M. Doriani, “Free but Costly: A Sermon on Luke 14:16-33,” Presbyterion 23 (Fall 1997): 69-70. 
23

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 21. 
24

 Christine D. Pohl, “Responding to Strangers: Insights from the Christian Tradition,” Studies in Christian 

Ethics 19, no. 1 (2006): 92. 
25

 Luke 14:13-14.  Emphasis added. 
26

 Luke 14:1-4. 
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had nothing to do with such “outcasts,” who were considered unclean and unworthy of 

friendship and compassion.
27

  Those outcasts, however, were numerous in that society.  

Generosity toward the needy was the rule of the day, as long as that generosity involved giving 

away extra food after a banquet ended.  Therefore, in Jesus’ parable, the master’s command to 

bring the needy into the banquet hall (after the master received the rejections, of course) would 

not have been surprising to those who heard the parable.
28

 

Jesus, on the other hand, illustrated a different attitude toward society’s outcasts 

throughout his life:  one of servanthood and humble ministry.  In fact, Luke’s gospel identifies 

this particular group of people “as the special beneficiaries of Jesus’ ministry”; even before this 

parable, Luke has stressed this point on three different occasions.
29

  As Jesus understood things, 

participating in the Kingdom of God has something to do with ministry to the lowest of the low. 

It is precisely this understanding that caused the Pharisees to react so strongly against 

Jesus.  The core issue was not one’s service to the poor; rather, it was the nature of the Kingdom 

of God itself.
30

  According to the Pharisees, one’s participation in the Kingdom of God depended 

on one’s fulfillment of the Law of Moses.  Therefore, they avoided working on the Sabbath and 

associating with “unclean” people (among other things), precisely the actions Jesus took at the 

beginning of the dinner party.  According to Jesus, however, entrance into the Kingdom of God 

was not to be an issue, because in actuality it had already arrived!
31

  Jesus taught that the outcasts 

of society – the very people that the Pharisees would not acknowledge – were in fact members of 

the Kingdom of God.
32

  By studying his life and teachings, we may conclude that what was 

                                                 
27

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 23. 
28

 Palmer, “Just Married, Cannot Come,” 251. 
29

 Carroll, “Luke’s Portrayal of the Pharisees,” 613.  See Luke 4:16-21, 6:20-26, and 7:18-23. 
30

 Ibid. 
31

 See Luke 17:20-21. 
32

 Some scholars interpret the Parable of the Great Banquet to support this point.  This is not the intention 

here, for doing so would pose a logical fallacy of the “chicken-and-egg” variety:  Jesus gives the parable, therefore 
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important to Jesus was service of the Kingdom of God – indeed, service to the Kingdom of 

God.
33

  And here is where the Pharisees took exception to Jesus’ teachings:  their desire was to 

be identified with the Kingdom of God rather than to serve the Kingdom of God.
34

 

Before diving into the meaning of the Parable of the Great Banquet, we must consider 

one final socio-historical reality that informs a portion of the parable.  The three excuses given in 

Luke 14:18-20 are reminiscent of three circumstances found in Deuteronomy 20:5-7 in which a 

man could be excused from military duty.
35

  The fact that these circumstances come from the 

Law of Moses may explain why the third excuse involves “cannot” language:  the newly married 

invitee would have broken the Law if he had come to the banquet.
36

  On the other hand, the 

passage from Deuteronomy deals with wartime service, and Luke’s parable, in contrast to 

Matthew’s parable, does not contain overtly war-oriented elements such as a king or an army.  

One possible solution is to interpret the “feast in the kingdom of God” found in Luke 14:15 as a 

“symbol for Messiah’s victory-celebration.”  However, this interpretation has been debated for 

centuries.
37

  In any case, the connection between Luke’s three excuses and Deuteronomy 20:5-7 

adds to our understanding of Jesus’ parable to the Pharisees. 

IV. Meaning of the Parable 

What, then, is the meaning of the Parable of the Great Banquet?  Many attempts have 

been made by others to explain this parable.  A common interpretation is to call into question the 

                                                                                                                                                             
the outcasts are part of the Kingdom of God, therefore Jesus gives the parable.  The aim here is to emphasize the 

second “therefore” while ignoring the first.  (For biblical support of the present claim, see both versions of the 

Beatitudes, Luke 4:18-19, and Luke 15, among other passages.) 
33

 This theme echoes Psalm 84:10b:  “I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than dwell in 

the tents of the wicked.”  To the psalmist, service is more important than residence! 
34

 Carroll, “Luke’s Portrayal of the Pharisees,” 613.  Hence the dinner guest’s enthusiastic exclamation in 

Luke 14:15. 
35

 Palmer, “Just Married, Cannot Come,” 242.  See also Deuteronomy 24:5. 
36

 Ibid.  Perhaps Jesus includes these three particular excuses to reflect (and mock!) the Pharisees’ 

disapproval of his Sabbath day healings. 
37

 Ibid., 246-7. 
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reader’s security at the feast of the Messiah at the end of the age.  By speaking this parable, Jesus 

is warning his audience not to assume that they will enjoy that celebration.  Instead, one should 

wonder (and perhaps worry) if he or she is doing enough to secure his or her reservation at the 

great table.
38

  However, this interpretation turns an otherwise positive, joyful event into a cause 

for inner turmoil and self-evaluation, and it might lead to a works-based understanding of 

salvation. 

Another interpretation asserts that the parable includes strong overtones of Messianic 

conquest.  This interpretation states “that the host is Messiah calling his troops out for the final 

Holy War.  Those who refuse to fight . . . will be excluded from his feast of victory.”
39

  After all, 

a feast was a common victory celebration in and before Jesus’ time.  Therefore, the mention of 

the banquet in the Kingdom of God cannot be mistaken for anything else.
40

  Unfortunately, this 

perspective adds to the parable a militaristic tone which does not mesh with the parable’s literary 

context.  The Great Banquet is, indeed, a celebration, but to align it with conquest and victory is 

to ignore the present-day implications of the Kingdom. 

A third interpretation reads this parable in light of salvation history.  According to this 

view, God’s grace is shifting from the Jews, represented by those who were first invited to the 

banquet, to the Gentiles, represented by the social outcasts who finally attend the banquet.  The 

doors to the Kingdom of God have been opened so that all may enter, even those “who once 

seemed far removed from the kingdom – especially the Gentiles.”
41

  However, this opinion may 

cause God-fearing Jews to doubt their status in the Kingdom of God.  Also, like the previous 

interpretation, it is essentially negative in tone:  Jesus’ teaching runs contrary to his audience’s 

                                                 
38

 Doriani, “Free but Costly,” 69.  As will be argued below, Jesus intends his followers to be other-

centered, not self-centered! 
39

 Palmer, “Just Married, Cannot Come,” 241. 
40

 Ibid., 247. 
41

 Doriani, “Free but Costly,” 71. 



Aukerman 10

expectations.  While this is in fact true, the message of this parable is much more positive in 

tone. 

Other interpretations call for social justice along various lines.  For instance, some 

believe that this parable calls for “greater equality” in the distribution of material resources 

among people of various socio-economic classes.
42

  Others state that this parable intends to 

abolish socio-economic classes altogether.
43

  Still others use this parable to argue that modern 

church buildings should be accessible to the physically disabled.
44

  These examples may provide 

valuable goals for humanity, but they do so in a broad, global sense; these goals could be met 

with or without the contributions of the individual Christian.  Jesus, on the other hand, intends 

each person in his audience to understand his or her position relative to the Kingdom of God.
45

 

The Parable of the Great Banquet is not about global issues of social justice, the 

expansion of salvation history, the celebration of messianic conquest, or the urgency of self-

evaluation.  Instead, it speaks about the definition of one’s work in the Kingdom of God.  

Contrary to the assumptions of the man who prompted this parable,
46

 Jesus proclaims that the 

Kingdom of God is not intrinsically static – that is, a heavenly place in which one may feast 

comfortably; on the contrary, the Kingdom of God is intrinsically dynamic, for it requires action 

in the present world.  Rather than celebrating the blessedness of one who eats bread in the 

Kingdom of God, Jesus’ followers should do the work of the Kingdom.  Such work has already 

                                                 
42

 Beed and Beed, “Jesus and Equity in Material Distribution,” 106. 
43

 Obery M. Hendricks, Jr., “Class, Political Conservatism and Jesus,” Cross Currents 55, no. 3 (Fall 

2005): 307. 
44

 “Fear Not the Disabled,” Christianity Today 49, no. 11 (November 2005): 28-9. 
45

 This emphasis on the individual is evident in the immediate context of the parable:  Jesus asks if any one 

of them would work on a Sabbath, given the right conditions (Luke 14:5-6); he challenges the guests to think about 

how each has chosen his or her seat at the table (Luke 14:7-11); he gives specific instructions to his host about 

future dinner engagements (Luke 14:12-14).  Also, the sayings following this parable have to do with the cost of an 

individual’s discipleship (Luke 14:25-35). 
46

 See Luke 14:15.  This inversion of the prompter’s expectations also occurs in the Parable of the Good 

Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37), in which Jesus responds to the initial question (“Who is my neighbor?”) with a 

command (“Go and do likewise” – be a neighbor).  A similar situation exists in this parable. 
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been described in Jesus’ instructions to his host:  “when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, and the blind” (Luke 14:13).  The work of the Kingdom of God is defined by 

selfless ministry to the lowest of the low.  Certainly, such ministry begins with a change of 

attitude toward others, since “too much concern for self breeds too little concern for anyone 

else.”
47

  However, a change of attitude does not complete Kingdom work; it only sets the stage 

for true Christian ministry. 

These conclusions are supported by a subtle grammatical detail which is lost in most 

English translations.  At the conclusion of the parable, the master presumably continues speaking 

to his servant:  “For I tell you, none of those who were invited will taste of my dinner” (Luke 

14:24).  If the master were speaking to his servant, then the word “you” should be singular; 

however, here the Greek word (�µ�ν) is plural.  Apparently, in verse 24 Jesus is specifically 

addressing his host and the other dinner guests. 

What are the consequences of such a pronoun shift?  First, we may notice that Jesus is 

merging himself with the master in the parable; the first-person pronouns “I” and “my” in verse 

24 can be understood to refer to Jesus himself.  Consequently, Jesus is claiming ownership of the 

parable’s dinner – indeed, of the great feast in the Kingdom of God, the mention of which 

prompted the parable in the first place.  Second, this shift to a plural pronoun draws the 

audience’s attention back to the current scene.  Jesus is no longer speaking simply within the 

parable’s context; instead, he is speaking to the entire group gathered at the Pharisee’s house.  By 

stating that “none of those who were invited will taste [his] dinner,” Jesus is proclaiming that the 

Pharisee’s invited guests – “those who were invited” in verse 7 – are missing the mark of the 

Kingdom of God when they argue over places of honor at the table. 

                                                 
47

 Noël, “The Parable of the Wedding Guest,” 23. 
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This interpretation of the Parable of the Great Banquet hinges on Jesus’ statement that 

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

(Luke 14:11).  His message is that one should not strive for entry in the Kingdom of God; rather, 

those who wish to do the will of God should serve the poor and outcast, to whom the Kingdom 

of God belongs (Luke 6:20).  The goal of the Christian life is not to eat bread in the Kingdom of 

God; instead, the goal is to humble oneself now by serving those who are less fortunate.  By 

doing so, one becomes more like Jesus Christ, whose earthly ministry was characterized by such 

service.  Although we may rest assured that we “will be repaid at the resurrection of the 

righteous” (Luke 14:14), our eyes must remain fixed on the task at hand.  Truly, 

God’s desire is that we would not only become the recipient of divine love, but that we 

would be transformed by it and thus be made into his image – the image of one able to 

love the unlovely as he loves.
48

 

 

This Christ-centered “love [of] the unlovely” is the motivation for ministry to those who are 

poor, crippled, blind, or lame.  It is the source of all Kingdom work in this present world.  The 

Parable of the Great Banquet calls all who would follow Jesus to understand the meaning of the 

Kingdom of God and to act selflessly in ways which contribute to the Kingdom’s earthly work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
48

 James Danaher, “The Love of God,” Evangel 22, no. 2 (Summer 2004): 39. 
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