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We have not heard any of Jesus' parables in several weeks, but we have one as the Gospel this morning. He tells this one during the first Holy Week, when the tension between him and his enemies is heating up. Jesus never lets up on the pressure he places upon his opponents, and this parable helps to pour gasoline on the fire of their hateful resentment against him.
Jesus says the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wants to hold a wedding feast for his son. When the dinner is ready, the invited guests refuse to come, and they are so adamant about it that they kill the king's messengers.
The king pays the ungrateful guests back by slaughtering then, and then he tells his servants to go out into the streets and invite anyone they see to come to the feast. When the banquet hall is full, the king comes in and sees a man who is not dressed properly for the occasion. When the king asks him why, the man says nothing to defend himself, so the King has him thrown out of the party.
Jesus was clearly directing that parable against his opponents. If God is the king and the Messiah is his son, then the guests who are invited to the banquet first are God's chosen people, the Jews. Their refusal to come to the banquet represents the hundreds of years during which the Jews turned away from God and mistreated the prophets God sent to call them back.
The rag-tag army of people who wind up accepting the invitation represent all the people whom respectable law-abiding Jews thought not to deserve a good relationship to God. That would include both the Jewish publicans, sinners, prostitutes and other unclean types whom, Jesus seemed to love to spend time with and the hated Gentiles--the people who weren't even Jews--that is to say, most of us.
So we can see why Jesus' parable only made the situation between him and his enemies even worse. They thought they had earned God's favor through their piety and their law-abiding and their all-around righteousness. Jesus was suggesting that their efforts had in fact earned them God's wrath, and that all the people whom they looked down upon would get into heaven long before they would.
St. Paul tells us in this morning's epistle not to be stupid. Since we live in evil times, we have to be very careful about how we act. It is of the highest importance that we try to figure out what God's will is in every particular situation and then act on what we figure out.
He suggests that getting drunk is not the best way to go about discerning God's will--if only because the hangover you may have on Sunday morning will make it less likely that you will show up in church. It is better not to fill oneself up with wine, but, instead, to fill up on God's Spirit.
St. Paul gives us three ways we can fill ourselves up with the Spirit and so help ourselves discern God's will. First, we should sing psalms and hymns--those of you who like to complain about our hymns should pay particular attention here. Second, we should learn to thank God for everything that happens--especially for the things we don't much like. That is how we can begin to see how God's will is different from our own will, and why in the long run his will turns out to be better.
Finally he says we should submit ourselves one to another. That is another way of saying, "Love one another." To submit is to put the needs of the other person ahead of your own needs. In any community--a family, a workplace, a parish church--if everyone put the other person's concerns ahead of his own, things would go much more smoothly.
One way not to be stupid in St. Paul's terms is not to assume that today's parable only applies to those nasty old first-century scribes and Pharisees who hated Jesus so much. We Gentiles get our invitations to the heavenly banquet because the Jews rejected theirs, to be sure.
But God wants a sincere and whole-hearted commitment from us Gentiles also. He wants to see that we have learned from the mistakes his chosen people made. God's demand for total commitment is represented in the parable by the man who is not dressed properly. His not having on a wedding-garment shows that he is only going to accept the king's invitation if he can do it his own way.
God invites everybody to his party. He wants everybody to be saved and to go to heaven. But if you dare to tell God, "I'm interested in you, but only on my own terms--only if I don't have to be inconvenienced too much," then you will be in for exactly what the bad wedding guest experienced.
That is to say, "There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. For many are called, but few are chosen."
The Collect: Lord, we beseech thee to keep thy household the Church in continual godliness; that through thy protection it may be free from all adversities, and devoutly given to serve thee in good works, to the glory of thy Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Philippians 1: 3-11
The Gospel: St. Matthew 18: 21-35
