
Sermon for Trinity 17 – Luke 14:1-11 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
  

Christ said to the Pharisees, ―’Which of you, having a donkey or an ox that has 
fallen into a well on a Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him out?‖ I don’t want to 
be the donkey.  I don’t want to be the one who has fallen into the pit.  I don’t want to be 
the one who is completely helpless.  I don’t want to be the one who has screwed things 
up so badly that I can’t get out of the mess on my own.  I don’t want to ask for help out 
of the pit into which I’ve gotten myself.  But I suspect you may be just like me.  We 
don’t want to be helpless and stuck in a pit.  We don’t want to be the donkey. 
 

But the fact is we are the donkeys.  We’ve fallen into our own pits and cannot 
escape.  Our lives are a mess! Persistent sins attack us.  In weakness, we continually 
succumb to them.  The Old Adam presses us down and has his way from cradle to 
grave.  And that’s just it.  We fall in our pits in this life, but one day our bodies will be 
lowered into literal pits called graves.  Who will rescue us?  Who will raise us up? We 
are the helpless ones who don’t want to ask for help.  We don’t want to be the donkey.  
But that’s the sin of pride.  Pride is the fodder of spiritual donkeys.  Pride is the essence 
of the sinful nature that drives us to all other sins.   
 

So what does any of this have to do with the Sabbath controversy between our 
Lord and the Pharisees in the Gospel reading from earlier? Well, the Sabbath has 
everything to do with donkeys in pits.  What I mean is this: the subject of the Sabbath is 
tantamount to God’s relationship to man.  Is the Sabbath primarily about the Law, what 
we do for God—or the Gospel, what God does for us? Is the Sabbath mostly the work 
you do and your keeping the letter of the law, or is the Sabbath as Luther would say in 
his catechetical hymn verse on the third commandment: ―[You] put aside the work you 
do, that God may work in you‖?  
 

For the Pharisees, keeping Sabbath is holding to the letter of the law.  St. Luke’s 
Gospel account proclaims, ―One Sabbath, when [Jesus] went to dine at the house of the 
ruler of the Pharisees, they were watching Him carefully.‖  They watched His every 
move, word, and expression in order to detect something deserving punishment or 
something they could later use against Him.  One could even speculate that the 
Pharisees planted the man with dropsy in close proximity to Christ, thereby 
prearranging a devious plan in order to entrap the Lord.  If He heals the man on the 
Sabbath, He will be accused of breaking the Sabbath law.  If He turns the man away 
without healing him, He will be accused of being unmerciful or (better) being 
completely incapable of curing this illness.  The words of the Psalmist come to mind in 
regard to these Pharisees: ―The words of [their mouths] were smoother than butter, but 
war was in [their hearts].  [Their] words were softer than oil, yet were they drawn 
swords.‖  



So just how does our Lord respond? He heals the sick man.  So there it is.  Christ 
has supposedly fallen into the Pharisees’ trap.  The Pharisees deemed His action of 
healing, a violation of the Sabbath Law.  If man does not keep the Law, then he cannot 
be saved.  That’s what the Pharisees thought.  But the Sabbath is not really about our 
keeping of the Law.  It is about Law-breakers receiving pardon.  It’s about donkeys 
being rescued from pits.  It’s about going to the House of the Lord, confessing to be 
spiritual donkeys, turning to Christ for healing, and eating the Bread of Life.  It’s about 
God’s Word through the Spirit speaking, teaching, and reigning within us.  It’s about 
God showing mercy on all of us, who have fallen into our pits and graves.   
 

As Christ passes through the snares of the Pharisees unfeigned, He asks them the 
following regarding their view of his healing the sick man: ―Which one of you, having a 
donkey or an ox that has fallen into a well a Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him 
out?‖ The deeper message of what our Lord says is this: Six days man works, but on the 
seventh day he rests to see that God must work; God must do what man cannot do for 
himself.  Isn’t the Sabbath day all about rescuing stupid, stubborn beasts from the holes 
they’ve fallen into? And this is why Christ came into the world. 
 

And whether we’re called stubborn beasts, donkeys, or that other name that 
donkeys are sometimes called, it really makes no difference.  But there’s an interesting 
variant in the Greek text.  Some manuscripts, instead of ―donkey,‖ say ―son.‖ So the text 
could say, as our English Standard Version is translated: ―Which one of you, having a 
son or an ox that has fallen into a well a Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him 
out?‖ And that is certainly how God sees us donkeys, isn’t it? We are His sons.  No 
matter what pits we’ve fallen into, no matter how terribly we’ve stumbled, no matter 
how far from home we’ve wondered, He wants to pull us out; He wants to rescue us; 
He wants to welcome us home. 
 

But by the religion of our hearts, we want to do it ourselves.  We want to pull 
ourselves out of the pit.  We want to obey the law.  We want God to be pleased with our 
Sabbath-keeping.  We want to do; we want to achieve; we want to decide.  Of course we 
want some help from God, but we are still in control.  Wrong! The Lord helps those who 
cannot help themselves.  The Lord helps the man with dropsy who cannot be healed.  
The Lord helps sons and donkeys who have fallen into pits and cannot rescue 
themselves.  And that’s why God became man.  He came down to our pit so that we 
could be pulled up.  God became man so that man might be brought back to God.          
 

We acknowledge that we are donkeys who stupidly plunge ourselves into pits; 
who need to be rescued.  But, we also look to Christ, the Crucified One, who plunged 
Himself in our hellish pit that He will raise us up and call us His sons and daughters.  
Amen. 

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen. BJF 


