
Matthew 22, wedding banquet, fall 2017 

 I recently learned that there’s a television series on TLC called “What Not To Wear” 

which has been quite successful and popular.  We don’t get cable, and I don’t suppose I’d watch 

it, even if we did, but the notion behind the program is really intriguing to me, especially in this 

day and age.  By which I mean, there was a time when there seemed to be very clear social rules 

about what to wear or not to wear, particularly to important events.  For funerals, for example, 

black was the appropriate color choice.  Women wore dresses, men wore suits and ties.  

Certainly there was a time when even for general Sunday morning church attendance, men wore 

suits and ties, and women wore dresses, but color was more variable.  Women might wear hats if 

they chose; men did not wear hats in church.  And for weddings, both genders wore formal 

clothing, colorful dresses were alright for the women, and the bride, of course, always wore 

white.  All of that was true—at one time. But it would seem to me that in our day and age, most 

of these rules have gone out the window, which is why it amazes me that this show can succeed.  

“What not to wear”?  I didn’t know anyone much cared anymore!  I’m not saying this critically, 

merely stating factually, that people wear all manner of clothing to church on Sunday mornings, 

to funerals, and to weddings.  It’s a reflection of a more casual and informal society. It would 

seem we generally don’t give a lot of thought to what is proper in our attire.  In this way, we vary 

enormously from the people at the time of our Gospel lesson.  A show like “What Not To Wear” 

would have been entirely unnecessary for them, assuming they could get cable, because the rules 

were very clear and uniformly applied and obeyed.  There was no room for interpretation or 

finesse.   Thus, it is doubly surprising that this unfortunate wedding guest, about whom we read 

in our Gospel lesson towards the end of the story, is not properly attired.  Jews of the 1st century 

were generally intentional and obedient when it came to how they dressed.   



 This same care extended also to how they behaved in the extending of invitations and the 

attending of important events.  Unlike us, they were neither informal nor casual about such 

things.  Which again makes this parable quite a surprising story.  Their culture was very much an 

honor and shame based culture; hospitality was a requirement, not an option; rules of extending 

and accepting hospitality were pretty much written in stone; and great shame was attached to 

breaking those rules.  So much so, that the parable we have before us today is very much an 

exercise in colorful, exaggerated storytelling, in hyperbole, a form in which Jesus excels.  The 

scenario Jesus describes just simply wouldn’t happen, as he and his audience knew well; he is 

making a point here through pushing credulity to its limits.  The reasons this actually wouldn’t 

happen were two-fold:  1st C. Jews lived with enough scarcity as a daily struggle that an 

invitation to a feast of abundance just would never be turned down for that reason alone.  

Secondly, the code of honor and hospitality I just mentioned would simply not allow for refusal 

of such an invitation, particularly from a king.  It just wouldn’t happen!  So, those who decide 

they are unable to attend for such prosaic reasons—our equivalent of having to stay home to 

watch the Vikings-Packers game or to get our dog groomed---are acting way out of any 

reasonable course.  Furthermore, they resort to violence when the invitation is issued a second 

time; I mean, even we, when harassed continually by tele-marketers or unwelcome junk mail, 

rarely resort to violence.  I guess they really didn’t want to go!  There’s an almost cartoon-ish 

quality to the scene set before us here.  

 Up to this point in the parable, the King has been quite gracious.  When his first 

invitation was inexplicably refused, he simply sent out a second invitation.  He included more 

detail in the second invitation, specifically mentioning the menu and assuring the guests that the 

catering would be top notch. But, once that invitation is not only refused, but the invitation 



bearers beaten and killed, the tenor of the parable changes dramatically. The king goes from 

being patient and good natured to being completely enraged, again---as if in a cartoon or comic 

book.  He has the murderers and their city destroyed.  And he modifies his guest list.  He now 

instructs his slaves to, and I quote, “go into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the 

wedding banquet.”  This is not your typical manner of inviting guests to a wedding banquet; the 

crowd in the main streets is apt to be rather mixed, don’t you think?  Sure enough, we read that 

they gathered all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled with 

guests.  This is hardly a usual manner of filling your church and reception hall with guests!  

 Although, we have the wonderful experience of last Sunday’s wedding for Dale and Dawn to 

think about it connection with this text.  Dale and Dawn did extend an open invitation to all 

church members to attend their wedding and the brunch-banquet to follow, and I suppose you 

could say that the result was a pretty mixed and raucous bunch, based on all the shenanigans that 

occurred during the brunch!  Still, it’s worth picturing their beautiful and joyful service and 

celebrative meal in our minds, as we consider the free and open handed manner in which this 

king invited all to his wedding; there is a point of commonality there. 

 However, the final part of this parable, featuring that wedding guest who had failed to 

watch “What Not To Wear”, was certainly not a part of last Sunday’s celebration.  Dale and 

Dawn seemed oblivious to how any of us were dressed. But that is not true of the king in this 

parable.   He notices that one of the guests, most likely someone invited randomly off the street, 

is not wearing the appropriate garb, the wedding robe.  So incensed is the king about this, that he 

was the guest thrown out into darkness.  Another touch of that over-the-top flavor that Jesus is 

using in this colorful story.   



 But, lest we miss an important aspect of this point, let me mention that there was a 

protocol to how 1st C. Jewish weddings were held.  Guests, particularly those who had to travel a 

long distance, were provided with proper clothing upon their arrival.  A servant would greet the 

travel stained guest, provide water for the washing of their dirty feet, and provide a clean 

wedding robe for attending the banquet.  Otherwise, how would any of those random folks 

invited off the street have such a robe at hand?  1st century listeners would have realized that this 

particular guest must have been offered such a robe and refused it---which again, just wouldn’t 

happen in the era of this parable, but which had such big ramifications.  If you’re attending the 

wedding banquet, you need to change into the offered robe. 

 Let us consider, then, what this parable teaches us about the Kingdom of God.  Because 

that is what Jesus references in the beginning, “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to 

this” he began.  And to what is it compared?  A feast, a banquet.   As we see repeatedly in 

Scripture, the absolutely most common image for the Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of 

Heaven, in both the Old and New Testament, is a banquet or feast.  Not ethereal clouds or quiet 

piety, but a noisy, abundant banquet.  Not only is the Kingdom repeatedly compared to a feast, 

think of how many stories about Jesus involve food or tables. There are several miracle stories in 

which he multiples a few loaves and fishes to feed a multitude.  A number of stories involved 

Jesus attending meals in people’s home, including that of Mary and Martha.  The story of the last 

supper was a Passover Feast, in which Jesus blesses bread and wine while seated at a table with 

his disciples.  In one of the post-resurrection stories, Jesus has something to eat with his disciples 

to prove that he’s not a ghost; in another, he prepares a shore lunch of fish and bread for his 

disciples as they came off the Sea of Galilee after a night out fishing.  Anytime we are tempted to 

think of God or the Kingdom as being entirely “spiritual” or wispy or somehow delicate and 



fragile, we need to remember all of these big, loud, earthy meals of which Jesus was a part. The 

goodness of God is woven through the fabric of creation, including the food we eat, the apples 

we pick, the tomatoes we harvest, the family meals and church meals we share.  This 

congregation has recently shared a brunch for the 90th anniversary of the Women’s Group, a 

funeral luncheon for Mabel Anderson, and a wedding brunch last Sunday.  Each of these meals 

was truly a foretaste of the feast to come, a glimpse of the kingdom of heaven.  Our Fishcake 

Dinner looms; you can’t get any closer to heaven than that, right?   

 Along with recognizing the buoyant and robust nature of this image of the Kingdom of 

heaven, we might also consider the guest list.  Who is welcome at the table?  One of my friends 

and colleagues has said that for him, the kitchen table is the most significant image of belonging 

or not belonging.  He grew up in a step family, where he felt he didn’t belong.  What he longed 

for was to have that sense of security and love that there was most definitely a place for him at 

the table.  Parables like this one answer that yearning, don’t they? Because the King repeatedly 

sends out invitations, practices lavish hospitality, and finally, opens to the banquet to all---the 

good and the bad,  any of those willing to come into the banquet hall and find their place at the 

table.  The guests self select, you might notice. There is a place at the table of the Lord for 

anyone who seeks it.  That stands behind our practice of Holy Communion, as well, another 

place where we receive the hospitality of the king at a meal that foreshadows the kingdom of 

heaven.  As we receive Holy Communion, we are responding to an invitation extended by Christ 

Himself:  Take and eat, take and drink. And the company at the banquet of our Holy Communion 

is certainly mixed—I mean, it’s us, and we know all about us, don’t we?  We know that are 

broken and redeemed;  saints and sinners all at the same time. And yet we are welcome at that 

banquet table because of the nature of God.  



 But, God’s tireless efforts should not be taken for granted; these invitations to faith and 

new life are not to be taken lightly.  That’s the lesson learned from the guest who refused his 

wedding robe.   Dietrich Bonheoffer, German theologian and Christian martyr, coined the term, 

“cheap grace”---the tendency for us to take lightly God’s incarnation and crucifixion, to hold that 

life-giving invitation as being not all that important.  Bonheoffer wrote, “Cheap grace is the 

preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, 

Communion without confession….cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the 

cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.”  How does that wedding guest fail to 

fully embrace the banquet?   Having apparently refused his wedding robe, he shows up without 

changing –literally without changing into a wedding robe, symbolically without changing from 

an old way of life into a new way of life.  That guest reminds us that experiencing grace changes 

us—we cannot remain unchanged, as that guest does, and hope to participate fully in the 

banquet.   Writer Anne Lamott puts this beautifully, when she states, “I do not at all understand 

the mystery of grace—only that it meets us where we are but does not leave us where it found 

us.”   Encountering God’s grace asks of us a willingness to change; portrayed literally in this 

parable, where the one guest refused to change clothes; he is unwilling to change.   God’s grace 

is free; it is not cheap.  And it is not to be taken lightly. 

 A final parting thought for us, as we consider this clueless wedding guest.  Might we not 

all fear that somehow that could be us?  That we will be found wearing “what not to wear” for 

whatever combination of reasons the folly and brokenness and sin of our lives?  Could we fear 

that we could be the guest who gets tossed out of the banquet? If so, we might remember that 

several times in Scripture we read of God clothing us or robing us.  St. Paul tells us that we “Put 

on Christ” as a garment in our baptism and life of faith.  Isaiah speaks of God “dressing us in 



clothing of salvation and covering us in a robe of righteousness”.   Do not fear. God clothes us.  

Christ offers us his robe.  You are welcome at the banquet.  There is a place for you at the table.  

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


