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Texts: Exodus 32:1-14; Palm 106:1-6, 19-23; Philippians 4:1-9; and  
Matthew 22:1-14

Dear friends, the Lord is near. The God we worship today is recounted 
by the Hebrews as one who showed up when they thought He was gone; a dy-
namic God who “changed His mind.” This God is therefore not static or distant, 
far away and unattached. This God is the active and relational One who is very 
near to all of us.

In his tender letter from jail, the apostle Paul says those very words – 
The Lord is near. This God would not have us worry, Paul says, this God is close 
by, this God receives our prayers, this God of peace is with us. Therefore, we 
have great cause to rejoice because this God is never far away. 

Now, I was very tempted to just stick with these scriptures today — this 
dynamic and relational God whose mind can be changed over here with the 
Israelites or with the tender Philippians passage. However, the Matthew story 
can’t just be left hanging there.

In one of those kingdom parables that are found throughout the Gospels, 
Matthew adds a confusing one to the mix. Although this parable can be found 
in Luke and even some non-canonical gospels, this one stands alone with sig-
nificant differences. 

The Lord is near in this one, too. Its whole preface and tone and pace in-
dicate the coming of God’s reign as both here and now and coming soon. The 
Lord is near. 

There is a wedding banquet, the invitations are out, it’s coming, the king 
is waiting to see who will respond. 

Now, this isn’t just any banquet. It’s not a back yard barbecue, it’s the 
royal wedding of the king’s son. It’s akin to the wedding of William and Kate 
or Charles and Diana in 1981 – hundreds of millions of people watching it on 
television.  

Who in their right mind would refuse such an invitation? 
And who would ever be the least bit presumptuous in such a setting?
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This parable comes with a few shocks.
The first shock comes when those invited find reasons not to come. 

Jesus says that some people “refused to come.” Others “took it lightly.” Another 
group even killed the king’s messengers. Such responses, said Jesus, showed 
that these people “did not deserve to come” (22:8).

Who in their right senses would refuse the king’s (read God’s) invitation 
to come to this banquet for the son’s (read Jesus) wedding (read church)? 

Except that we do. More on that later.
We must remember that these Gospel accounts are written at least 30, 

40, 50+ years after the time of Jesus with all of the current events of their time 
swirling around them. 

These different Gospels grew up in certain communities. The commu-
nity of Matthew was largely Jewish and arguing with their fellow believers 
about whether or not this Jesus was in fact the long-awaited Messiah and, if so, 
what laws should be observed and how should they interact with the occupy-
ing Roman authorities.

So when you read this passage today, scholars wonder whether or not 
the writer is reflecting events of his day or the years between Jesus’ death and 
resurrection and the actual writing of the Gospel.  

The Pharisees and the Jews who didn’t accept Jesus as the long-awaited 
Messiah represent that first set of ones invited who found other things to do.

Is the burning of the city by the King’s men a reference to the burning of 
the temple that took place in 70AD? 

And what is with the man who gets cast out just because he didn’t meet 
dress code?

This reminds me of once when I was a member of my university march-
ing band. It was my first football game at the school to march. It was a 250- 
member band. The uniforms for the day were being redone so we were to 
wear our band polo shirt with khakis, except that I apparently didn’t get the 
message that we switched to blue jeans!
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Another guy and I showed up with khaki shorts and the other 248 with 
jeans. It’s on a VHS tape, and we stuck out like sore thumbs. Good thing most 
people don’t have VHS tape machines anymore!

Thankfully I was not cast out into the outer darkness and did not weep 
and gnash my teeth, although I was mortified. 

It is crucial to know this piece of ancient Near East tradition to under-
stand our parable: There was an ancient custom in ancient Near East tradition 
that at the entrance to a wedding banquet was a rack of clothes. Anyone could 
have walked in and placed the robe on. It was almost an affront for him to walk 
by the clothes on the rack and not take one. To put one on showed honor and 
respect to the host. 

And characteristic to Jesus’ other parables in Matthew – wheat and 
weeds and others – this one says the “good and the bad” were kept together at 
the banquet, presumably for God to work it out in the end. 

Robert Burnes, a St. Louis baseball writer, once went with Yogi Berra to 
a church father-and-son banquet. Every son received a bat and a ball and came 
up to have Yogi autograph them. 

At a corner table were some kids from a local orphanage. They sat there 
with no balls or bats. 

“Aren’t they getting anything?” Yogi asked. 
An organizer of the banquet told him that a couple of balls were being 

sent to the home for the orphans’ use. “We think it’s enough of a thrill for them 
just to be here,” the man added.

Yogi got up from the head table, went to the orphans’ table, sat down 
and began autographing whatever the orphans had. 

Someone at the head table finally said, “Yogi, we’d like you to come back 
up here and say a few words.”

“Go on with the program,” Yogi snapped. “I’m busy. I’m talking to some 
friends.” And he stayed with the orphan children the rest of the evening. 
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Yogi reminded the church what the kingdom of heaven kind of banquet 
looked like — Where all are invited and all are fitted with the garments of be-
longing at the banquet of God.

Not surprisingly I have been involved in many weddings, hundreds 
probably. This month marks my 19th year in pastoral ministry. One weekend 
stands out. 

A young couple began visiting the church I served at the time. They were 
from very modest means. We counseled together and prepared for their May 
wedding. Along the way, I was involved in the board of trustees of a college at 
the time. I was anticipating a very exciting graduation ceremony with a dy-
namic speaker who I wanted to meet and a host of events that would be really 
fantastic and enjoyable.

Within a few weeks of these dates, I realized that I had somehow, inex-
plicably double booked. It was embarrassing, humbling, and a real conundrum 
for me. 

After a great deal of mental work trying to decide if I could somehow do 
both or finagle some way – I gave up and realized that my first order commit-
ment was to officiate this wedding. And I was exactly where I was supposed to 
be.

It was in a very rural spot. I arrived in my suit and tie, we rode on a trail-
er with bales of hay – the wedding party and I down to a small pond where we 
gathered on a wooden deck for the ceremony. The one bridesmaid, daughter 
of the bride from a previous marriage,  about nine or so, passed out from the 
heat in the middle of the ceremony. I picked her up off the deck just after she 
fell, we got her some water, and then we proceeded with the ceremony after all 
was stable.

We then returned the way we came up the hill and went to the banquet. 
It was maybe not the kind fit for a Prince William or Charles but maybe for 
King Jesus. The Lord was near there. 
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I drove away knowing there was nowhere else I was supposed to be than 
right there that day.

The kingdom of heaven is fully that kingdom when everyone has said 
yes, everyone has come and participated – college dignitaries, modest wed-
dings, church and orphaned children all together – this is the kingdom of 
heaven. 

And it is coming, it is here, you are invited. The clothes are at the ready – 
to enter this kingdom we clothe ourselves with compassion, kindness, gentle-
ness, patience, humility, as Paul writes in Colossians, and then we will be fully 
ready to enjoy the reign of God here and now.

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


