“RSVP Please!”
Matthew 22: 1-14
October 9, 2005

I hope you had a good week. We had an awesome time meeting with young
people in our first retreat for Discipleship/Confirmation training. Not only was the
setting inspiring but interacting with our young people gives me great confidence and
hope for the future.
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When life and culture-changing events happen they have a way of influencing the
way we see and transmit information. For many of us “9/11” has been one such event.
For others the Holocaust is such an event; for some others the Civil Rights Movement;
and for others World War II. For the people in Matthew’s time it was the destruction of
the Temple in 70 C.E.

A few years prior to 70 “Common Era” Israel made good on the threat to revolt
and attempted to throw off the occupation of Rome. Rome responded with massive
military retaliation including the sacking of the city of Jerusalem. Then in one final
demonstration of power, Rome totally destroyed the Temple.

The destruction of the Temple caused a theological earthquake throughout
Judaism. Why had the same God who had promised to protect Israel stood silently by
and allowed such a thing to happen? Groups within Judaism pondered, prayed, cried, and
attempted to explain why this had happened and where was God in all of this? Even
within the Christian communities, which after all began and still were comprised of
faithful Jews, the discussion was held. You will see it in Matthew’s interpretation of
Jesus’ parable about a man who gave a banquet.

-

Scholar Brandon Scott in his book Hear Then the Parable' compares the Matthew
version of the story to versions in the Gospel of Luke and The Gospel of Thomas.> In
Luke’s gospel the servants go out and invite the poor to the banquet. The setting for the
parable involves a conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees over places of honor and
Sabbath law.

In the Gospel of Thomas the servants go out to invite the guests---the guests are
businessmen and merchants. The businessman refuses to come because he “has some
claims against merchants and they will be dealing with the issues that evening.” The
second guest cannot come because he is buying a house. The third guest cannot come
because his daughter is getting married. The fourth guest cannot come because he has
just bought a farm and was on his way to collect the rent. The Gospel of Thomas ends
with this:

The servant returned and said to his master, “Those whom you invited to the
dinner have asked to be excused.” The master said to the servant, “Go outside to the

' Scott, Brandon, Hear Then the Parable, Fortress Press, 1989, p-161-174
* Gos.Thom. 64, and Luke 14:16-24.




streets and bring back those whom you happen to meet so that they may dine.”
Businessmen and merchants will not enter the places of My Father.’

Scholars are in disagreement as to which version is closer to the original.
Comparing the stories we discover that Matthew has a King as the main character and the
invitation is for a wedding feast. In Luke and Thomas the main character is simply “a
master” and the events are a “great banquet” and “dinner” respectively.

In Matthew and Luke the servants announces to the guests that the planned meal
is ready. In Thomas the scene suggests a person preparing a dinner on the spur of the
moment and going out to invite guests.

Matthew and Luke have three excuses. Thomas has four. In Matthew the refusal
is presented as a rebellion with large groups refusing the king’s invitation and the king
responding by destroying the city. In Thomas the excuses are cast in a business mode. In
Luke we might have what is closer to the original and the guests refuse for reasons
similar to the Gospel of Thomas: one has bought a piece of property, one just purchased
five oxen; and another has just gotten married and needed to get home to his wife .*

Each of these interpretations illuminates aspects of our faith journey. Filtering
through the presentations of the parable are some of the fears and hopes of the writers.
Today we will focus on Matthew’s treatment of the parable.
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In Matthew’s version the King represents God; the banquet is the Messianic
banquet at the end of the age; and the servant’s represents the prophets and missionaries
sent out to invite people.

In Matthew the first group of servants are sent out to announce to the guests that
the dinner is ready. It is assumed the guests knew they were invited. They refuse to
come giving no reason.

A second group of servants are sent out and according to Eugene Peterson’s
translation, the guests,

“(they) shrugged their shoulders and went off, one to weed his garden, another to work in
his shop. The rest, with nothing better to do, beat up the messengers and then killed
them.””

Why does Matthew insert this? Could it be a reflection of what was going on in
his world at that time? After the Destruction of the Temple, Rome carried out reprisals
against the Jews. The result was that Christians got caught in the crossfire and died.

In Matthew the King becomes angry and orders his soldiers to sack the city for
killing the servants. Is this Matthew’s reasoning for the destruction of the Temple? Was
Matthew suggesting that the rejection of Jesus and the killing of Stephen and others by
some (not all) Jews is what caused God to allow the destruction of the Temple? Matthew
seems to think that this is so.

3 Scott, Brandon, Hear Then the Parable, p- 165.

* Scott, Brandon, Hear Then the Parable, pp.166-168. See also The M essage, Eugene Peterson, p. 1889
for Luke’s version.

> Peterson, Eugene, The Message, NavPress, 2002, p.1788.




Finally, a third group of servants are sent out and this time they are instructed to
“invite anyone and everyone”. The banquet is filled with everyone---“GOOD AND
BAD” ALIKE!

Let us pause here for a moment. Matthew betrays some strong feelings about
who is being invited. By this time we know that Paul’s initiative to invite Gentiles---
viewed as “bad” by orthodox Jews---was changing the politics and look of the Church.
There are hints that many Christians were uncomfortable with this. Matthew’s comment
is that both good and bad folks are in the mix. He may not like it but this is what the
King---God wants to do.

Finally, Matthew concludes the parable with a curious addition. The sub-parable
at first makes little sense. The King enters the banquet hall and notices that one guest is
not dressed properly for a wedding feast. Why would the guest be dressed properly if
he/she just came in off the street? Anyway—the King is angered and orders the surprised
person to be tied up and tossed out and to make sure he never gets back in. The point
“That’s what I mean when I say, ‘Many get invited, only a few make it.”
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So what does the parable suggest? Furthermore what does it have to teach us
today?

Matthew seems to interpret the parable as an ALLEGORY. An allegory is a story
that has a direct relation to what is going on in the present time of the author. For
instance, the book and movie, Lord of the Rings is an allegory about World War I and the
futility of power and war as experienced by JRR Tolkien.

Thus as I said the King represents God, the banquet the Messianic Banquet at the
end of the age, the servants represents the missionaries, and the fact that everyone is
invited, both good and bad, represents the reality of the church in Matthew’s time.

For Matthew the parable is a story of salvation history. He saw the destruction of
the Temple in Jerusalem as an indication of God’s displeasure for the rejection of the
missionaries who invited people to God’s party. Furthermore, Matthew is uncomfortable
with the mixed nature of the church of his day---hence the reference that “good and bad”
people come to the party. In other places Matthew will betray similar discomfort. Given
Matthew’s discomfort with the mixture of people in the church it is remarkable that he is
faithful to the spirit of Jesus in that everyone is welcome.

Finally, a note about the sub-parable at the end of the story---when the King is
angered at someone not properly dressed. Remembering that the story is an ALLEGORY
is a key to understanding what is going on, according to Dr. Douglas Hare in his
commentary on the text.” The required dress at the Messianic Banquet is
“righteousness” or right behavior. This is a warning that not all will make it. Matthew
shares similar warnings arriving at the same conclusion as the writer James that faith is
demonstrated in our works.®

% The Message. p. 1789.

" Hare, Douglas, Interpretation, p. 252.

¥ See: James 1:22 “Obey God’s message! Don’t fool yourselves by just listening to it. If you hear the
message and don’t obey it, you are like people who stare at themselves in a mirror and forget what they
look like as soon as they leave.” (NEV)



So the idea that some will not be properly clothed at the banquet and will be
ejected is consistent with how Matthew perceives the Christian’s responsibility to follow
the teachings of Jesus.
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As I reflected on this parable I discerned a couple of things relevant to our time.
First, actions have consequences.

In Matthew’s version the King becomes angered and retaliates by destroying an
entire city. This may indeed be a reference to the Destruction of Jerusalem. Matthew
believes the destruction came about because people rejected the missionaries. Another
view is that the destruction was a direct result of persons refusing to listen to the prophets
who warned that any rebellion would be a disaster. In reality a wave of religious
nationalism led Israel to make a fateful decision to rebel resulting in the destruction of
Jerusalem.

Scripture is clear that our actions have consequences. If we destroy the land by
pollution there will be consequences to those actions. If we hold one group of people in
economic bondage there will ultimately be consequences to our greed. Some
consequences are positive and others are negative.

Second, righteousness is important.  As I said in a previous sermon, separating
faith and works gives a slanted and incomplete picture of faithful living. Even Paul, the
apostle credited with the idea of salvation by faith, was aware that faith is expressed in
works. Otherwise why would he spend so much time and energy in his letters being
critical of some actions of the church and encouraging them to be faithful to what they
had been taught?

The sub-parable in Matthew’s presentation of the parable makes this point.
Matthew was concerned that if everyone was invited and welcomed faith might become
so diluted that it would become powerless. What God does at the end of the age is
irrelevant to the reality that faithful living is like clothing we wear---it is what others see
and how others determine whether we are serious or not serious about our faith.
Matthew’s point is well taken.

For Matthew the key to kind of clothing a Christian was to wear is found in the
long discourse called “The Sermon on the Mount™.” If we want to know what
righteousness looks like, Matthew gives us a reference point.

What does it look like? Here is a sampling again from Eugene Peterson’s
translation, The Message:

You’re blessed when you’re at the end of your rope. With less of you there is
more of God and his rule.

You’re blessed when you work up a good appetite for God. He’s food and drink
in the best meal you’ll ever eat.

You’re blessed when you care. At the moment of being “care-full” you find
yourselves cared for.

? Gospel of Matthew, Chapters 5-7. See also Matthew 25: 31-46 concerning the Final Judgment.



You’re blessed when you can show people how to cooperate instead of compete
or fight. That’s when you discover who you really are, and your place in God’s family.

Here’s another way to put it: You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colors
in the world. God is not a secret to be kept.

You’re familiar with the command of the ancients, “Do not murder.” I’'m telling
you that anyone who is so much as angry with a brother or sister is guilty of murder.
Carelessly call a brother “idiot” and you just might find yourself hauled into court.
Thoughtlessly yell “stupid” at a sister and you are on the brink of hellfire. The simple
moral fact is that words kill."

Being faithful to Christ means that we will reflect God in our behavior and not the
reverse---make God a simple reflection of ourselves. Matthew wants to underscore that
Jesus requires that what is on the inside shows on the outside.

Third, everyone is welcome whether we like it or not. I appreciate reading
Matthew’s lack of comfort with the broad invitation of God. All of us, at some point,
would like to define and restrict who gets in and who must stand outside and wait.

We, through our church organizations, have and continue to expend great energy
and effort in determining who gets in and who must remain outside. Today churches
debate about whether to welcome women into leadership, gays into the church, young
people who like rock music, poor people who don’t dress correctly, older people who like
tradition, and on and on the debate rages.

When I was an intern at First Christian Church in Seattle, Washington some
members were VERY CONCERNED about the number of teenagers who were coming to
church with LONG HAIR. Ikid you not! There were discussions in committees about
asking such kids to either cut their hair or stop coming to church and youth group.

In Disciple of Christ church I served the elders of the church refused to admit into
membership anyone who had been baptized as an infant or had been baptized by a
method other than dunking them under water. In one case they rejected from
membership an older lady who was a baptized member of the UCC church (baptized as
an infant and confirmed) with a fused back who could not be dunked saying, “It is too
bad that a fused back will keep her out of heaven!”

Jesus is very clear on this matter---everyone is welcomed. It is not the
responsibility of the church to determine who gets in and who gets out—even if we are
uncomfortable with who is invited. Jesus is very clear---and all versions of this parable
make that point---that the invitation is broad and inclusive.

So perhaps we should spend more energy on going out and inviting people to the
party---more energy on reflecting and developing our spiritual clothing---and less to no
energy on determining who gets in and who must be ejected from the Great Party.
Perhaps if we had Matthew’s wisdom there would be more peace at the banquet.
Everyone---and I mean everyone is invited. Those invited who respond---who RSVP---
get into the banquet. That is the good news for today!

10 Peterson, Eugene, The Message, NavPress, 2002, pp. 1750-1752






