The king said ... what?

You may have noticed that the second reading today is the same as the first reading we
had last week: The parable of the wedding banquet from Matthew 22.

After last week’s service, a several people asked me about the reading. Itis a lot like a
parable in chapter 14 of Luke’s gospel, but it contains several troubling details that
aren’tincluded in Luke.

While the parables of the wedding banquet in Luke and Matthew are similar, they’re told
on very different occasions: The parable in Luke’s account is told in the house of a
Pharisee before Jesus enters Jerusalem, but here, in Matthew, itis told in the temple
courts after Jesus has entered Jerusalem — after Palm Sunday, and during that week
when tensions between the temple leaders and Jesus were rising dramatically.

It begin: Jesus spoke to them again in parables, saying: “The kingdom of heaven is like a
king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. (22:1-2)

So the king is giving a wedding banquet, and he sent “his servants to those who had
been invited to the banquet to tell them to come, but they refused to come.”(22:3)

The king “...sent some more servants and said, ‘Tell those who have been invited that |
have prepared my dinner: My oxen and fattened cattle have been butchered, and
everything is ready. Come to the wedding banquet.” (22:4)

The king had moved on from a simple invitation to a demand. These days, if you receive
an invitation to a wedding, you are expected to respond —these days, even before you
get the invitation, you’ll have received a ‘save the date’ notice, so even the old ‘sorry,
I’ve got something else on’ excuse is not going to work out. This wedding banquet — just
like most wedding celebrations today, is important event —itis all but compulsory — if
you’re invited, you need to attend.

“But they paid no attention and went off—one to his field, another to his business”
(22:5) —there’s no chance that they didn’t get the invitation, no chance they
misunderstood. They flatly refused to attend.

And it turns out that those who simply paid no attention to the invitation and went away
were pretty good compared to the other invitees who we heard seized his servants,
mistreated them and killed them. (22:6) Now, that’s clearly over the top. Seriously,
people don’t want to go to a wedding so they kill the messenger? That would never
happen, would it? But yet Jesus tells this story, this parable, and he tells it to emphasise
the points he’s making. It is hyperbole. It’s not a story of an actual wedding.

And the story goes on: the king was enraged. He sent his army, destroyed those
murderers, and burned their city. (22:7). Things had really escalated, hadn’t they? But
again, it’s over the top. From a simple invitation made and turned down, to murder, and
ultimately to the destruction of a whole city!



But the parable continues: The king says those invited didn’t really deserve to be
invited, so he sends out more servants — into the streets, to invite anyone they could
find. And not just anyone, but everyone. And Jesus is clear in saying that bad as well as
good were to be invited, and they all gathered in the wedding hall. Many were called,
and they filled the wedding hall, and they would get to eat the dinner, including the
fatted calves and the prized oxen. They hadn’t been expecting an invitation, and they
certainly didn’t ‘deserve’ one, but they got to be there anyway!

What a turn around! From ignored invitations, to a full banquet hall. The guests were
enjoying a magnificent feast.

And wouldn’t that be a great ending to the story? And indeed in the parable in Luke’s
gospel, that is how the story ends — everyone celebrating.

But here in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus adds a bit more. And it’s a very disturbing end to
the story.

But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not
wearing wedding clothes. He asked, ‘How did you get in here without wedding clothes,
friend?’ The man was speechless..(22:11-12)

The king had invited everyone in — good and bad alike - but now he gets worried about
someone not being dressed for the occasion.

“How did you get in here without wedding clothes?” How did you get in here without
changing out of your street clothes? He still calls him ‘Friend’, but wouldn’t a friend — a
real friend — have made the effort to change? It’s often suggested that the tradition at
the time would have been for the host to provide the wedding robe for guests to wear for
the banquet —so it may not have been the case that a guest would not have had access
to the appropriate clothes. So maybe there was a robe available, but that guest had
chosen not to wear it.

But the text doesn’t say that, and we should always be careful of these extra details that
seem to get passed down through Sunday school stories and sermons over the years.

Butitis a possible explanation for what we find uncomfortable here. Another possible
explanation is that this is just a story — but not a story made up for the fun of it, but a
story to cause a reaction in those that hear it. Certainly, if we feel it, we can be fairly
certain that the group of people who heard it in the temple courts felt it too.

And then it gets worse: “Then the king told the attendants, ‘Tie him hand and foot, and
throw him outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of
teeth.’” (22:13)

Ouch. The king said what?!

This is one of the parts of the bible that Christians are sometimes uncomfortable talking
about. Or perhaps uncomfortable with, full stop.



“...the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth..”
The imagery has moved from simply not being at a banquet, to something far worse.
What are we to make of it?

Paul wrote in his second letter to Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful
for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16)

It’s reasonably easy to see this parable reflecting the story of ancient Israel, how God
had called the people to him; to live the way that he wanted people to live —in
relationship with God and with each other, and each time there was a setback and the
people had gone astray, he variously sent them judges and kings and prophets.

Ultimately, God sent them Jesus —the kingdom of heaven was at hand. But they
rejected him. The Jewish people, the ancient nation of Israel, had been waiting for the
messiah since Genesis. Since the dawn of history — in fact since before they were even
a nation. They had been waiting for the messiah, to save them. To restore them to their
promised land, to put things right.

And when the messiah appeared, those who were waiting rejected him. After all, you
can so easily get used to the way things are. Particularly if the way things are works out
well for you personally — say if you’re a chief priest, or a Pharisee.

Why would you bother going to a wedding banquet to honour someone else, when you
can eat pretty well at home?

Finally, in Jesus —in his life and death and resurrection — he called all people — not just
the people of Israel to him.

So it should be fairly easy to see the parable of the wedding banquet reflecting the story
of God and the people — even with the gruesome details of the killing of messengers and
the burning of cities.

But then we get to the poor man who wasn’t wearing his wedding clothes —who gets
bound hand and foot and thrown into the outer darkness, with all the wailing and
gnashing of teeth.

We know Jesus did die for all... so how do we reconcile that with someone being thrown
from the wedding banquet and into the outer darkness?

Remember John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”

God loved the world so much that he gave his Son, but there is a requirement to us to
respond to that gift, to believe in him - to put our trust and our hope in him. To turn away
from our old ways and turn to God. To change — and to allow ourselves to be changed.
To put on the metaphorical wedding clothes that God offers us.




God’s grace shown to us in Jesus is freely available to all who turn to him in faith, but
there is aresponse required.

And Jesus brings it all home in the last verse of this reading when he says: “For many are
invited, but few are chosen.” (22:14)

Itis an uncomfortable truth. But | think it’s also our own experience: We know that the
good news of Jesus has been proclaimed throughout the world, but how many people
do we know who haven’t responded to that good news? They might have been too busy
—married a wife or bought a cow — or they might have responded in a superficial or
fleeting way - perhaps ‘turned up’ to church occasionally, ticked the box marked
‘Christian’ on the census form, but not put their faith in Jesus. Not worn their
metaphorical wedding clothes — not changed in response to what Jesus has done for
them.

Itis an uncomfortable truth.

The parable that Jesus told takes us from a view of limited salvation — that only a select
few would be invited, and that was certainly the view of the Pharisees and the chief
priests: that the nation of Israel had a unigue claim to God’s favour — they were
convinced that they had special seats at God’s banquet table (if they chose to turn up!).
But Jesus moved on from there to tell them - and us - that everyone can be a recipient of
God’s grace, but not everyone will. God’s grace is available to all, but it is necessary
that we respond to that grace and are open to being changed by that grace too.

Many are invited, but few are chosen.

The theme of judgement, which comes up in the gospels a bit more often than you
might think, isn’t a popular thing to talk about ... but | think we lose something —and
something important (and indeed central) — to our faith if we ignore it.

We can look around at the world, and our society, and even at our relationships and we
can see that things aren’t good. There are many, many things wrong. And we look
forward to a time when all things will be made right — but for things to be made right, the
things that are wrong need to be dealt with.

And there are two ways to deal with what’s wrong: Repentance - turning away from the
wrong things — or by judgement — getting rid of the wrong things. It’s not for us to judge,
though, it’s for God. God will put things right: and God will do that through the grace of
Christ, and through judgement.

Strange as it might seem at first, judgement is part of the good news.

There can be a tendency to dwell on the last verses of this reading, the casting out into
the darkness of the one who didn’t change. To focus on the fact that few are chosen.



Butif that’s our focus then we risk thinking that the change itself is what is important,
that we must simply work hard to change ourselves — instead we must be open to God
through the Holy spirit changing us.

Today’s parable is a confronting one. Itis disturbing. Remember though, that what Paul
said about scripture: [that it’s...] useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in
righteousness. Sometimes we need to be confronted with God’s truth. In the church we
can become very comfortable with the idea of God’s grace, and forget about God’s
judgement.

But while we should remember that few are chosen, the good news is that many are
invited (or in some translations, many are called. Sure enough, God so loved the world
that he gave his only Son, so that everyone - or indeed anyone (as this parable
emphasises) - who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.

Our privilege is to take our place in the banquet hall of God, and wear the wedding
clothes of lives which are changed in grateful obedience to our Lord and saviour.

And itis also our privilege to be God’s servants and to go out into the world and invite
people into the banquet.

And that is what Jesus tells his disciples later in Matthew’s gospel: [he] came to them
and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything | have commanded you.”
(Matt 28:18-20a)

The invitation to the banquet hall of God, the invitation to turn in faith to Jesus is good
news, and good news needs to be shared, and sharing that good news is part of how we
change in response to all that God has done for us.

And that good news is good news for all. Itisn’t restricted by birth or status or race or
background. Many are called: God is not the God of only the privileged.

God is the God of the poor, the friend of the weak. And when we truly put our trustin
Christ, our lives will be changed in gracious obedience.

Amen.



