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A Sermon for Dayspring Baptist Church 
By Chris Fillingham  

March 24, 2019 
“The Prerequisite of the Kingdom” 

Matthew 22:1-14 
 

[start by putting on robe and stole]  
After that parable, I figured I better be wearing the right clothes!  I wouldn’t want to get thrown out into 
all that weeping. 
 
 I mean, Jesus sure throws us a whopper. “Once more, Jesus spoke to them in parables,” 
Matthew writes. It’s like he is saying, “Here we go again. Good luck everyone!” and then he tells us this 
really hard parable of Jesus. 
 
 And Matthew is the gospel writer that doesn’t ever hold back with these parables. In fact, he’s 
the only gospel writer that ends parables with this “weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth” 
business, and Matthew does it 5 times. He’s a hard hitter, the way he tells Jesus’ parables, and he 
certainly is hitting us hard with this one.  
 
 In fact, there’s a similar parable in the Gospel of Luke, but it’s a bit tamer. I like Luke’s version 
better, and I imagine you would too.  
 For one thing, in Luke’s version, the King is angry that those invited don’t come, but he doesn’t 
send troops out to kill a bunch of people. Luke’s version is not so violent or vindictive…  
 
 And that’s not all that’s different. It’s really the second part of Matthew’s parable that really 
troubles me. Luke doesn’t even have this part, which makes it a bit more palatable. It would be nice if 
the parable ended once the wedding banquet was filled with all kinds of guests, right?  
 I mean, everyone is invited.  
  Anyone that is hungry can come.  
   And the party goes on! 
 I like the ending that Luke gives us. I like that gospel. 
 
 But in Matthew’s version, this parable has a second part that’s even more disturbing that then 
first. As soon as you think the crisis of the story has been resolved and the point made, Jesus gives us a 
surprise punch.  
 The King sees a man not wearing the right wedding clothes, and has the man thrown out into the 
outer darkness where there will be what?  Weeping and gnashing of teeth!  
 
 So, I guess I will wear my robe from now on! 
 
 I mean, Jesus’ parable is disturbing, isn’t it?  
 
 But remember what I said last week? That’s how parables are supposed to work. Parables are 
Jesus’ way of flipping us upside down and making us look again at this life of ours in hopes that we’ll 
glimpse something holy.  
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 So, Jesus’ parables almost always have something provocative and unexpected in them. He 
confuses our usual way of thinking in order to stretch our imaginations… so we might just see our lives 
and our world the way God sees them – not as we are used to seeing them. 
 
 And there are a lot of surprises, and twists, and turns packed into this parable.  

***** 
 To see all that, we need to know a few things about banquets in the ancient world. For one thing, 
a banquet like this was not something that was a regular part of your social calendar… or even your 
annual calendar. A banquet like this in the ancient world was rare.  
 Remember, the people of Jesus’ day lived simple, meager lives. They were mostly peasants just 
making enough to get by each day, living in a village with other peasants. 
 
 So, a wedding banquet was one of those rare treats where people were extravagant. And there 
was extra. And you got to eat until you were full. That rarely happened in Jesus’ world. 
  There was a good chance you were going to be served meat, which wasn’t a regular part 
of your diet. And this wasn’t just any meat.  You might just be served some of the best steaks of your 
life… and tender ribs falling off the bone… 
 And the best glass of wine you’ve tasted in years…  
  and there would be a chocolate fondue fountain  
   with ripe strawberries all around it,  
   and Jessi’s chocolate chip cookies to dip into it…  
  There were. 
 
 A wedding banquet was the rarest of treats! It was not something you wanted to miss! It was 
worth clearing everything else off your calendar for that whole week to make sure you were there as 
long as you could. 
 
 Not only that, but remember, their culture was an honor-shame culture. And so, if you refused 
an invitation like this… to not just a wedding banquet, but a King’s wedding banquet… then you were 
making a significant dig at the King. Once invited to any wedding, attendance was a social obligation.  
 To not go,  
 to suggest you had something better or more important to attend… than a wedding feast…  well, 
that’s making a huge statement about what you think of the King and his invitation.  
 
 So, the first half of this parable isn’t just about people who were busy or had other things to do. 
It’s a story about people disregarding, dismissing, the abundant generosity of the King… “They made 
light of the invitation,” Jesus says in verse 5. “It’s hard to believe, but they did.”  
 And everyone in the crowd listening to Jesus is shaking their heads …because this is foolish on so 
many levels. Who would miss a wedding banquet? Even if you didn’t like the king, you’d go for the food. 
 
 It’s hard to believe that those who were invited were so dismissive about the invitation… so 
complacent about the whole thing… that they decide to go back to work instead of enjoying the King’s 
generosity.  
 It just wouldn’t happen. 
 It’s a slap in the face.  
 It’s a way of saying to the King, “No matter how good your feast may be or how hungry I am… 
you’re not worthy of my time or my company.”  
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 Of course, the King is angry! That’s not surprising.  
 What’s surprising is that people didn’t go. 

***** 
 Now, another thing you need to remember about Jesus and his audience is that the great 
banquet was one of those images that was poignant in the Jewish imagination.  
 It’s found throughout the Old Testament to describe God and God’s Kingdom. We heard one of 
those examples from the Prophet Isaiah in our Call to Worship. In Isaiah 55 we hear an invitation to God 
that is as deep, and profound, and life-giving as an invitation to the abundance of wine and bread that 
has no end… that’s offered to us free of charge. 
 
 For a hungry people, living in an arid landscape… who have just enough food for the table each 
night… this is a profound image, that grips them deep in their rumbling bellies.  
 When you live a life where you’re never quite full, 
  and hunger is always creeping at the edges of your existence…  
  there is nothing more powerful and provocative than a feast. 
 
 And so, the banquet of God is an image that is woven throughout the Old Testament.  
 Another example is found in Isaiah 25 where Isaiah writes, “On this mountain the Lord of hosts 
will make for all people a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine.”  
 It’s a stirring image….  one that reaches deep into the hunger and longings of our bodies… to 
connect with the deep hunger and longings of our souls for the profound goodness of God. 

**** 
 But in Jesus’ parable, those that were invited… aren’t that interested.  
 
 “That’s what the Kingdom of Heaven is like,” Jesus says. “It’s that good. That profound. It 
awakens all our desires… and fills us with the best possible things… the things of our deepest longings. 
They are offered to us there, at the great wedding banquet of God… 
 “But some people… just aren’t all that interested.  
 Apparently, they think they have better things to do.” 
 
 It’s hard to believe. But it’s true.  
 In fact, you and I and the people that Jesus is speaking to might just start wondering… how often 
are we uninterested in the feast that God is offering us? Are we trying to fill our belly “with things that 
do not satisfy” as Isaiah puts it?  

***** 
 As that question lingers in our minds… for just a moment… Jesus’ parable goes on. And the 
invitation goes out to more and more people. And something in us says, “Yes, of course, that’s how it is 
with God,” right? 
 
 The invitation goes to everyone in the streets, the good and the bad… until the banquet hall is 
overflowing. And the party lively. And maybe besides the chocolate fondue fountain there is a live band. 
And the dance floor is full,  
 with everyone doing the electric slide together,  
  and the YMCA together, 
 and there is joy and celebration,  
  and you feel alive like no other time… connected with everyone around you… all these 
people who have come to the same feast.  You become part of each other in the great celebration. 
 This is what God’s grace is like.  
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 Only the story doesn’t end there. Because the King sees a man standing off to the side of the 
dance floor who is sticking out like a sore thumb. He came without changing for the wedding. There was 
no preparation on his part. He heard the invitation and thought, “Cool. I’ll go check it out.”  
 
 He shows up just like it was any other day… at any other table.  
  
 Apparently, this guy thought so little of the invitation, 
  he was so flippant about the King’s great generosity, 
  he was so apathetic to it all… he didn’t think it was worth changing into his best clothes 
for the event.  
 
 You see, it’s not the clothes themselves, it’s what they represent that is the point. The clothes 
just reflect how flippant the man is about it all. It’s not just that he’s underdressed. He’s making light of 
the invitation.  
 In other words, he’s just like the people who didn’t show. “They made light of the invitation,” 
remember? 
 
 In other words, there’s more than one way to ignore the profound nature of the invitation to the 
great wedding feast. One is to be too busy, but another is to show up only half-heartedly… there to take 
advantage of the generosity of God as if it was no big deal.  
 
 So, if the man thinks so little of being there, 
  if he’s so dismissive of how profound the feast is, 
 then yes, the King will throw him out… where “there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Yes, 
it’s harsh. Yes, it’s shocking. I think it’s supposed to shock us. It’s supposed to make us ask questions 
about what the Kingdom of God is like. What it asks of us.   
 
 What it’s not supposed to do… is be an analogy, where every person and character has a one-for-
one correlation. Many parables are not also analogies. And there’s a real danger in our tendency to try 
to make them one.  
 So, be careful.  
 Be careful that we don’t turn God into a vindictive King who throws a temper tantrum when 
people don’t accept God’s invitation. That is not what God is like.  God is not a tyrant that slaughters 
people for ignoring the invitation… or a petty King that throws you into the fires of hell if you don’t wear 
a three-piece suit to church… or a robe to preach in.  
 I think we know that, right? 
  [take the robe off] 
 
  It can be dangerous to turn Jesus’ parables into a one-for-one analogy.  
 
 But the parables are supposed to be provocative…  
  And make us squirm… and ask questions…  
  And if we take all the discomfort out of them, we will most certainly miss the point.  
So, I’ll leave this on.  There is something the parable is trying to say. 
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***** 
 So, if we allow this parable to get into our heads… 
  and work on our imaginations… 
  we might just start to discover… 
 
 that the only ones who will enjoy the great banquet of God… are those that really want to be 
there… deep in their guts. Those that are hungry for it.  
 
 The first ones who are invited… they made light of the invitation. 
 And it’s the same with the man who showed up without making any effort to be ready for it. He 
took the invitation flippantly… and the King could tell.  
 
 None of them… recognized the profound goodness being offered to them. 
 Their desire for it… was asleep…. or maybe their desires… were misdirected.  
 
 Either way, they weren’t hungry for it…  
 and without that hunger…  
  driving them to a deep embrace of the invitation, 
   they missed out on the great banquet of the King. 
 
I think Jesus is trying to help us see… and to understand… that we will only join the great banquet of 
God, if we deeply want it.  
 Desire is the one prerequisite for grace. You have to want it. 
 Because what you desire… determines what you will embrace and pursue.  
 Desire for God is the one and only prerequisite for the banquet of God.   
 
 It’s why in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says, “Blessed are those that hunger… and thirst… for 
righteousness, for they will be filled.” It’s those that hunger and thirst that will find their way to the 
banquet of God. 
 
 We see this same thing in some of Jesus’ interactions with people.  
In John 5, Jesus comes up to a lame man on a mat who has been there for 30 some years. And the first 
thing Jesus asks the man is about what he wants, not what he needs, but what he wants.  “Do you want 
to be made well?” Jesus asks. 
 In another encounter, Jesus is leaving Jericho and walking to Jerusalem, when he encounters two 
blind men, and asks them the same question. “What do you want?”1  
 
 It’s obvious what they need.  But Jesus was interested in something more. He is interested in 
what they wanted. What they desired. Because he knows, in the end, it is our desire that is critical.  It is 
our desire that will change things. 
 It’s only those that hunger and thirst that are filled. 
 It is only those that long to be at the banquet of God, that will embrace the invitation. 
 

                                                             
1 Matthew 20:32 
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 If the desire is not there… if you do not long for God… then you may end up where there is 
weeping and gnashing of teeth until that desire for the great banquet has begun to burn so deeply in 
your gut…  
 that you will do everything you can…  
 and give everything you can,  
 and prepare in every way you can… to join the great feast of God.  
 
 Are you hungry for it? 
 Your desire for God is what will ultimately take you to the wedding feast. 
 
 One author has a really great image of this. He writes,  
 “If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people to collect wood and don’t assign them tasks and 
work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea.”2 Then the ship will get built. 
  
 If you want to join the banquet of God, don’t just study it. Don’t just assign yourself spiritual 
practices. Teach your soul to long for the immensity of God.  
 
 Desire is everything.  
 
 Unfortunately, we have so often been taught that our desires are bad. We got the message that 
Christ came to subdue and eradicate our desires rather than to enflame them and reorient them.  
 And the consequences have been devastating for the spiritual life of Christians.   
 
 Jesus didn’t tell the lame man that he shouldn’t want. Or the blind man to stop longing to see. 
No, he tried to get them to pay attention to their desire to walk and to see… because underneath 
those desires was the holy stirring of God, driving them to Jesus.   
 
 There’s a spiritual director, Janet Ruffing, that says our desires… all originate… in God’s desire for 
us. So, rather than shunning our desires, we need to learn to listen to them.   
 

Too often we approach [life] as if we want something and God most likely wants something 
else…” she writes, “I propose that all our desires ultimately lead us to God… Our desires, our 
wants, our longings, our outward and inward searching—when uncovered, expressed, and 
recognized—all lead to the Divine Beloved at the core.”3 

 
***** 

 “What do you want?” he asked them. 
 And I have a hunch that if he were here today, he would ask you the same thing. What is it, deep 
down, that you really want?  
 
 Isaiah asks us a similar question, “Why do you pay money and labor for that which does not 
satisfy?” Pay attention to what you really want! Listen to your deepest longings. Do you know what they 
are asking of you? 

                                                             
2 Antoine de Saint-Exupery, The Wisdom of the Sands (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1950), quoted in Smith, You Are 

What You Love, 11.  

3 Janet K. Ruffing, Spiritual Direction: Beyond the Beginnings (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2000), 11. 
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 Listen to them, because deep in the origin of your desires… is your path to God.  Deep in your 
desire, is where you will find the grace of God meeting you. 
 
  
It is the desire of your body,  
  and the desire of your heart,  
  and the desire of your mind, originated in God’s desire for you. 
 And if you listen to them well, they will ultimately lead you to feast in God’s deep goodness and 
joy. 
Amen.  
  
Silent Reflection: 
 
“The goal [of the spiritual life] isn’t to eradicate desire, but to enlarge and refocus it.” Belden Lane, 
Backpacking with the Saints, 62.  
 
 


