9th October 2011 Sermon ‘Please RSVP to God’s Invitation’ by Allister Lane

Exodus 32:1–14
Matthew 22:1-14       
The invitation is sent to join in the wedding banquet for the king’s son. But those invited would not come.

It seems incredible that anyone would refuse an invitation to a royal wedding banquet.
But maybe not all that unbelievable...

After all Richie McCaw, captain of the All Blacks, turned down an invitation to Will and Kate’s royal wedding this year to focus on preparation for the Rugby World Cup (and we’re all really hoping that’s going to pay off!)

An excuse like this seems reasonable perhaps.
A similar parable to this one from Mathew’s Gospel is told in Luke’s Gospel, one of the main differences being those invited give a range of excuses for not coming to the banquet. 

In Matthew’s version we’ve heard today there no attempts to make excuses – the responses are simply stated: “they made light of it and went away, one to his farm, another to his business.” In other words they carried on doing what they do.

Well, there was also one other response made by some of those invited: they “seized the king’s slaves, maltreated them, and killed them.”(v6)

What?! Is this not bizarre behaviour in the extreme?

In this over-the-top violent response, Jesus gives this first ‘warning shot’ in the parable that that the message being conveyed is important; the stakes are high.

This parable is told to unsettle the listeners; to unsettle us.

It’s a warning not to be comfortable. And it’s a warning told as allegory. 

Jesus uses characters to express truth those who are listening can relate to.

So an important question for us is, when we hear this parable who do we identify with?

If we run through the characters in the parable, most biblical scholars agree on the allegorical connections:
The king is God.

The son is Jesus.

The slaves are the prophets of Israel’s history.

Those first invited are the religious leaders of Israel.

Those on the ‘B-list’ who are gathered (the good and bad, who fill the wedding hall) are those who respond to the evangelistic mission of the church.
Therefore the wedding hall can be seen as the church itself, and the Marriage feast is the great marriage feast at the end of time (Matt 8:11 and Rev 19:9).
If we take comfort in the fact that (according to that explanation of the allegory) we are at the banquet, then don’t we risk falling into the exact problem that Jesus was challenging?  Religious people who feel smug about some sense of entitlement.
Let me repeat the point: the extreme actions in this parable are to unsettle those who hear this parable. No one is to feel comfortable about their efforts, their place in the world, their status, their self justification by the work they do and how busy they are. It’s a warning against the smugness of not needing to listen. A warning against not making a response to God’s invitation.

This parable is telling us that the stakes are high.

The King’s determination to have a banquet is apparent – in fact, it’s underway “Look, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.”  

The banquet is happening – God has paid the price for it. And what is the price of enabling this banquet to happen? On this point we cannot be mistaken: the price paid is nothing other than the death of God’s Son, Jesus Christ, on the cross. That’s why it’s such a big deal – God has given so much to make it happen. 

So who’s going to join in? 

Religious people who fail to discern and respond; 

those who think they are safe and on the right track with God;

those who continue on with their busyness without ‘dropping tools’ and coming to where God offers life
will find themselves outside.

And outside of the wedding banquet there is no life at all.
Perhaps this is another aspect of the extreme imagery of violent destruction. Refusal to join in is a rejection of the life being offered. 

God doesn’t send people to Hell if people choose to reject the grace offered. 

And Hell then is simply where grace is not embraced, where there is no life. 

If it is a ‘place’ at all, it is the place outside of the party. 

We sense the similarity with the parable of the Prodigal Son, where the elder son remains outside. 

In that parable, the grace of God looked like the Father actually going outside to beg his son to join the party – what a compelling invitation!

So we’ve summarised the characters in this parable and how they point us toward a recognition needing to be attentive to God’s invitation to participate in life.

There is one character who presents something of a puzzle: the man who is chucked out for not being dressed appropriately.

If the summary I’ve made of the allegorical features of the parable is true, then this man is one who has heard the invitation to the wedding banquet, and although it’s an unexpected invitation, he has come.

Which means he’s not part of a religious leadership of Israel that has failed to recognise God’s invitation, he’s part of the new movement of God, he’s in the church!

So how can the King take offence at the way this man is dressed?

To understand the teaching of Jesus here, we have to see this (like the rest of the parable) as allegory. 

These ‘B-listers’ are those drawn into the life of the church through the mission of Jesus. And we well know that the mission of Jesus is precisely for both ‘good and bad’.

Although he’s present, it’s the ‘wedding robe’ that symbolises the Christian life. 

The action of putting on new clothes, of clothing oneself, is a powerful image in the New Testament.

Eph 4:24 “...clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.

Col 3:10 & 12 “...clothe yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator... As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.”

Gal 3:27 “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.”

The ‘wedding robe’ then is the putting on of the baptismal garment of Christ.

Putting on the ‘wedding robe’ brings change – we are changed into the likeness of Christ.
Presence at the punch bowl is not adequate on its own.

Responding to the invitation to come is the first (and necessary) part, but our response doesn’t stop there. 

An assumption that we are saved and are waiting to go to heaven is misplaced. 

Just as showing up at church is not adequate on its own. 

We have to be found acceptable to God – and how are we found acceptable to God? 

Not clothed in our own (self)righteousness, but found clothed in the righteousness of Christ. 

Our own goodness, no matter how well-intended, is not up to the occasion.

We need to be found covered in Christ’s goodness.

The promise is that, in Christ, God offers us this goodness. But the warning of this parable is not to take too much for granted.
We are to heed the warning:

When we find ourselves at the marriage banquet will we still be wearing vestiges of our old clothes? Will we have tried to retain our own ‘accessories’ to the garment that is Christ?

God IS gracious and merciful, but God doesn’t want us ‘play-acting’ at religion. God wants us to participate in the Kingdom by doing God’s will.  

Elsewhere in Matthew Jesus warns: “‘Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord”, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”  (Matt 7:21)

This parable urgently reminds us that being part of the Christian community should make a discernable difference to who we are and how we live. 

Is there a sense of awe and responsiveness about belonging to the church, being a child of the kingdom, a member of the Body of Christ?

Are we getting stuck into the punch and the wedding cake without an appropriate acknowledgement that we are recipients of massive grace and abundant life. 

Where is our awe? 

Where is our wonder? 

Where is our humble response to all we have been given?

And so we see that part of responding to the invitation of God is to shape ourselves to the ways of the Kingdom; to shape ourselves to the likeness of Christ. (Eph 4:24 clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.)
The final observation I want to make is that the people in the Exodus story created an idol of gold in the likeness of a calf. 

This is another warning to us of the human propensity to see ourselves in some way other than in the likeness of God. 

But let me end on a message of hope – not an optimistic assessment of our own abilities, but in the enduring, covenantal nature of the God who is love. 

Gods indicates that he will destroy the people for their unfaithfulness, making a great nation out of Moses alone. But when Moses implored God not to destroy them, we are told “the Lord changed his mind”
We don’t know all the ways of God, but we do know his character is unshakable love. 

We know he throws parties that any other king would be ashamed of.

And trusting in that, shaping ourselves in the likeness of Christ, and remaining humble to the guidance of the Spirit, we pray to God for ourselves and our world.

Iris will now lead us in our Prayers for Others.

