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“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a marriage feast for his
son,” and you and I have been included. Others were invited but would not come. They made
light of the marriage feast and went about their business as usual, so now we are here, gathered
before the throne of heaven, joining our voices to those of the angels eternally singing God’s
praises. Those first invited were not worthy, so the king said to his servants, “Go therefore to the
thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you find.” That is where we came in,
for “those servants went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both bad and
good; so the wedding hall was filled with guests.” And here we are, Gentile Christians, diverse
people of all races and nations, different languages and backgrounds, street people from around
the world, gathered into the one church of Jesus Christ. And now we are living on the edge of the
knife between verse 10 and verse 11. But more of that in a moment.

The good news is that the God and Father of our Lord, Jesus Christ, has invited us into
the wedding feast for his son, into heaven, into the family of the people of God, and into the
church of Jesus Christ. And God is determined to make this happen. God is regathering us to
himself. No matter how hard we have run away, no matter how far we have wandered, no matter
how long we have fought against him, God is calling us back. Whatever has happened to us, God
is restoring us. God is creating a believing, worshiping, and serving fellowship for himself. His
plan is to gather this community by the preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ. And while the
purposes reach into eternity, the feast has already started. God is fulfilling his plans even now.
The feast is here today in the believing, worshiping, and serving fellowship that we know as the
church.

The feast is not about us. The feast is about the Son of God. And yet, the remarkable
thing about the feast is that we have been invited and included, “both bad and good.” We did not
earn our way into this place. We were not on the first guest list. Our names are not engraved on
the invitations. There is nothing we have done which would cause us to deserve to be here, and
there is much that we have done which would cause us not to deserve to be here. And yet, here
we are, by the sheer grace of God. The inviting, calling, seeking, finding, gathering grace of God
is breathtaking in its broad, expansive, even universal inclusivity: “Go therefore to the
thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you find.”

And somebody found us and invited us here. A mother or a father, an aunt or uncle, a
grandmother or grandfather, a friend, a neighbor, maybe even a voice over the radio: somebody
found us and invited us here. Thanks be to God! Thanks be to God for his gracious mercy, for his
determination, and for his selection and use of the good and worthy servants who knew where to
find us. It is through them that we have heard the gospel. It is through them that we received the
invitation. It is through them that we have learned of the wonderful, broad, forgiving, inclusive
grace and mercy of God. It is through them that we have learned of Jesus Christ. It is through
them that we have been brought into the church. What a feast!

Now, as we rejoice in, the great mercy of God, and as we exult in the grace of God which
includes even us, we would do well to take a closer look at the parable. At one level, it is obvious
that Jesus told this parable against the chief priests and the elders of the people. The king invited
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one group of guests who did not come. In fact, they dismissed the invitation and went about their
everyday business. Some of them even seized the king’s servants, treated them shamefully, and
killed them. So the king sent out his troops against them and destroyed them. Only then did he
invite a second group of guests. They all came. The wedding hall was full.

All of this was to say that the Jewish people had rejected God’s invitation to enter his
kingdom. They had rejected the prophets whom God had sent them. So God was withdrawing the
invitation he had extended to them. God destroyed the holy city of Jerusalem, by action of the
Roman Empire in A.D. 70. And God was inviting, instead, people outside of Israel. God was
inviting Gentiles into the kingdom. The wedding hall was full, not with the people of Israel, but
with the followers of Jesus Christ.

This reading is fine, as far as it goes. But questions arise. What does the parable say to the
church? Why was this parable remembered? Why was it preserved for us today? And here we
find three warnings. First of all, as with virtually all of the parables apparently directed against
Israel, we are warned that the church lives its life in danger of the same complacency that
infected the people of Israel. The church is in danger of ignoring the messengers of God. The
church is in danger of giving up the invitation of God. The church can be destroyed as easily as
Jerusalem was. God can move on to a third guest list as easily as he moved to the second. Make
no mistake: the wedding hall will be filled with guests. There is no question about that. God is
determined to make it happen. The only question is whether we plan to go in.

So we see that the gospel presents us the living word of God today. The gospel presents
us the invitation to come to the wedding feast of Jesus Christ. The ancient parable continues to
stand as a contemporary warning against the danger of our rejecting the invitation of God.

Having said that, and being duly warned, it is nevertheless the case that we are here. We
are in church. We have heard and accepted the invitation. We have come into the hall, and it is
good to be here. And it is at this point that we are living on the edge of the knife between verse
10 and verse 11. For, you see, there is another warning for the gathered church. You will recall
that the king’s servants gathered up street people to fill the wedding hall. That was verse 10. But
then comes verse 11: “But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who
had no wedding garment; and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding
garment?’ And he was speechless. Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot,
and cast him into the outer darkness; there men will weep and gnash their teeth.’” The king
kicked out a street person for not wearing a tuxedo to the feast! This is bizarre. On a literal level,
it makes no sense at all.

On a symbolic level, the casting out of the fully invited, attending, but improperly attired
wedding guest means that even the church of Jesus Christ and all of its members still have to face
God in the final judgment. It means that it is not only important to accept God’s invitation, which
we have done, but also to accept it rightly, which is the question being raised here. To be
Christian is not only to accept the invitation to come to the feast, but also to use the opportunity
to be a new person in Christ. To be a Christian is not only to be forgiven but also to be renewed.
Broad, inclusive forgiveness is the starting point; we still face a judgment as to what we have
done with that forgiveness. To be a Christian is not only to be justified but also to be sanctified.
To be a Christian involves a complete change, from the inside out, heart, soul, mind, and
strength, all that we are and all that we have. It means a complete reorientation, away from self
and toward God. You cannot come through the door, keep your old orientation, and expect not to
get kicked out. To be a Christian means putting off the old nature and putting on the new nature.
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It means setting aside self-righteousness and living in God’s righteousness. This is what the
wedding garments are about at the end of the parable. It is one thing to stand around the hall
during the party. But are we ready for inspection when the king comes in to look at the guests?
Are we ready for judgment day? Are we ready for the end of time? What will we be wearing
when we face our maker? What began with a universal inclusivity has come down to a harsh
exclusivity.

Well, we might think, it was just one man that got thrown out, from everyone in the
kingdom. Maybe our odds are pretty good. But Jesus anticipated this laziness and deceit. So we
have a third warning for the Christian church and its members: “For many are called, but few are
chosen.” It is sweet and easy to hear the word of forgiveness, but how many of us appreciate it,
how many of us are purged by it as if by fire, how many of us grab hold of it and do not let go,
how many of us give God the glory? It is not the purpose of forgiveness for us to keep sinning. It
is not the purpose of grace for us to be lazy but to be obedient. The rigor of the Christian life is
intended to exempt us from the rigor of hell. So there we have it.

How does this ancient word of God apply to us today? What difference does this parable
of Jesus Christ make to our lives? The good news is that the God and Father of our Lord, Jesus
Christ, has invited us into the wedding feast for his son, into heaven, into the family of the people
of God, and into the church of Jesus Christ. And God is determined to make this happen. So, this
word of God urges us to accept the invitation. Come to the feast. Have your tears wiped away.
Join your voices in singing, “Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he might save us.
This is the LORD; we have waited for him; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation” (Isaiah
25:9). The word warns us not to repeat the mistake of those who were first invited but refused to
go to the feast. Though they had been given advance notice, they were too busy. Some went
about normal activities, unaware that something infinitely more important was before them.
There is always a danger that we will waste our lives doing what may be good in itself but is
unimportant in the overall plan of life.1

The warning not to reject the invitation applies to the whole Christian church and it
applies to each of us individually. The invitation to come to the feast and to know Jesus Christ is
same as the invitation to enter the fellowship of the people of God. And this same invitation to
join the believing, worshiping, and serving fellowship of the church of Jesus Christ is the most
important invitation we will ever receive in our lives. There is nothing more important for us to
do than to respond, to answer, and to accept this invitation. God has forgiven our sin in the death
of Jesus Christ. God has broken the power of death in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. God is
regathering us with this very invitation. There is nothing more important or more pressing for us
to do than to accept.

Having said that, we realize also that this word of God urges us to accept the invitation
appropriately. This is a very serious matter. We cannot come in bragging about how much good
we have done. We must not presume to try to stand before God clothed in our own supposed
goodness and righteousness. God would see that we had on nothing but stinking rags. Instead, we
are to put on the fresh garment of the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Jesus gave himself for us. It
is only because of his righteousness that God counts us righteous. So the mighty grace of God is
to call forth gratitude from us, not indifference. The work of God in Christ is to fill us with faith
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and trust, not insolence or laziness. The word calls us not only to believe but also to obey. Our
lives are to become less and less of what they have been and more and more of the newness that
is ours in Christ.

We are not to take grace for granted. Yes, grace is dependable and reliable, but that is so
we will appreciate it, not belittle it. Accepting the invitation to the feast requires full
commitment. It would be rude to accept Christ’s invitation on the condition that we would wait
and see whether we liked the party. It would be dangerous to accept Christ’s invitation until we
could see what might be in it for us. We need to make a full commitment.

Again, forgiveness is the beginning of the Christian life, not the end. It is the first step,
not the last. We do not stop with being forgiven. We seek to grow in grace, faith, obedience, and
holiness. The hymn says, “Just As I Am, Without One Plea.” That is a good way to start, but we
cannot stay there. There are people who want to come into the church today and stay in the
church without changing. That is no good. Though Christ calls us as we are, we cannot stay as
we are. That would be an inappropriate acceptance of the invitation. Grace changes us. Christ
calls us away from what we are and into what we shall be. We are not the ones who will do the
judging. God will do that. But having heard the parable, we do know that judgment is coming.
Having been warned ourselves, it is our responsibility to warn each other. “For many are called,
but few are chosen.”

Finally, with a blurring of the lines between servants and guests, acknowledging that the
highest aspiration of a guest would be to become a servant of the King of heaven, we are told that
we are to share and to extend the invitation to the feast with everyone we find. The king “said to
his servants, ‘The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. Go therefore to the
thoroughfares, and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find.’

We have looked at this as the way that the first Christians got into the feast. We have
understood it as a warning to the Christian church not to repeat the mistakes of our predecessors.
Now we are looking at it as an instruction for the church and each of its members: “Invite as
many as you find.” The Lord calls us who are guests at his table to become his servants. And our
service involves bringing in other guests. “Invite as many as you find.” It is not up to us to decide
whether we think someone will respond to our invitation or not. “Invite as many as you find.” It
is not up to us to sort out whom we think should be in church and whom we think should not.
The servants “gathered all whom they found, both bad and good.” The highest sign of our proper
acceptance of Christ’s invitation is our sharing of that invitation with as many as we find. This is
our service to the community and the world. There are many works, projects, and programs that
are good. Yet there is nothing greater that we can do than to invite and to bring people here to
worship the God and Father of Jesus Christ.

“Invite as many as you find.” That is the way that we spread the invitation. That is the
way that we share the gospel of Jesus Christ. This is the way that we bring people here to share
the feast that our Lord has prepared. This is the way that God continues to create the believing,
worshiping, and serving fellowship of his people for himself.

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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