5 August 2012: 
Matthew 22 : 1-14   [p. 990]

If, last year, an envelope with the embossed seal of the royal household had popped through the letter-box of your humble home, inviting you to be Her Majesty’s honoured guest at the wedding of William & Kate, or Zara & Mike, I think you might have made an effort to go! You don’t get asked to a royal wedding every day of the week, do you? Today’s message tells the sad tale of those who blew off just such a royal invitation.  v.2 : The kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. 
That is exactly what God was preparing when He sent Jesus to the earth – a wedding banquet for His Son, not to Mary Magdalene, as certain best-selling authors might have us believe, but as we see in Ephesians 5, to His people. God’s purpose in sending Jesus to the earth was to woo His people back into a loving relationship with Himself, a bond of love that would never again fade or die. The ministry of Jesus should have been an occasion of great joy, especially to the Jews, who had long expected Messiah to come.

In John 4.22, in His conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well, she of the five husbands, Jesus states that salvation is from the Jews. To the Jews, as Paul notes in Romans 9, the promise of the Messiah was given, and from the Jews was the human blood-line of the Messiah descended. And so, as Jesus reminds His audience, it was the Jews whom God first invited to the wedding banquet. That was their birthright, their privilege. God gave the Jews the first bite of the gospel cherry. But would they take it? 

That’s what this parable is about, Jesus giving the Jewish leaders one more opportunity to enter into the destiny God had intended for them. Sadly, they missed it, missed the Messiah they claimed to be waiting for when He was right in front of their very faces. With, for them, painful consequences. Their error would not derail God’s plan to be reconciled to His children, but it meant that God would spread His gospel of grace and life through the Gentile world, rather than through the people He had chosen to do it.

At a more immediate, level, their unbelief opened the door to disaster, as we see in v.7 where Jesus prophesies the destruction of Jerusalem, which occurred at the hands of the Romans less than 40 years later. Please understand that this was not the result of God rejecting the Jews, but the inevitable consequence of their rejection of God’s Son. Rather is it the case that, by turning away from God’s plan and purpose for our lives, we take ourselves out from under the umbrella of God’s protection. Think of it this way 
I know none of you would ever do this, but imagine someone had 5 large whiskies, got behind the steering wheel of their car and zoomed off home down our country roads. Do you think it would do them much good, zig-zagging along at 85mph, to recite Psalm 91.11f : He will command his angels concerning me to guard me carefully [hic] ; they will lift me up in their hands [hic] , so that I will not strike my foot against a stone.”
Even the devil can quote Psalm 91. He tried it on with Jesus during those 40 days out in the desert. He tried to persuade Jesus to pull off a publicity stunt. 
If you are the Son of God, jump off the roof of the Temple – then he had the cheek to quote Psalm 91. Jesus was having none of it. I know the Bible better than you, buster, my dad wrote it, and it says : do not put the Lord your God to the test. It’s not that God judges us when we act or speak foolishly. We judge ourselves. God forgives us when we recognise our error, but there will be consequences of not following His directions. 
Think of it like this. I’m usually pretty sure-footed with public transport, but one night, long ago, I got on the wrong train. I sincerely believed it was the last train to Glasgow. Wrong. It was going to Blackpool. Sincerely believing something doesn’t make it right. Now, It wasn’t that British Rail were being nasty to me, but nor were they under any obligation, because I had made a mistake, to turn the train back and hold my connection. That’s not how it works. I had to wait till the train got to Blackpool, get off, get the next train back and wait till morning for the next train north. 
Believe me, you’ve never lived till you’ve spent a winter’s night in Preston station.  Likewise, God doesn’t judge us for our mistakes. He doesn’t hold them against us. But nor will He inconvenience the rest of the world by freeze-framing the whole universe to save our red faces. It’s not God doing the judging. By not paying attention to His Word, we do that all by ourselves. We make the mess, we clean it up. But God still loves us!
We need to be clear about the whole, much misunderstood, concept of divine judgment. There are some cheery charlies who chunter on about God’s impending judgement, in the hope that their doom-laden pronouncements will scare us into cleaning up our act. Quite apart from any other consideration, this is bad theology. I promised last week that anything I said from this pulpit I would justify and back up from God’s Word, so if you have a Bible handy, I invite you to turn with me to Romans 3.22, on page 1031.

Righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God ; and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. 
In those verses you see two vital truths. 1 – God’s judgement is real, God’s judgement is just, God’s judgement is complete. God has judged the entire human race and found us wanting. That is what v.23 says. But it is sandwiched between other verses in which we find vital truth 2 – God’s judgement has already fallen on the shoulders of Jesus. There are many texts throughout the Bible, Old and New Testament, that warn us of the sobering reality of God’s judgement. Make no mistake at all about that. 
It is real and it is just. But the gospel is of God taking that judgement upon His own flesh and blood, of Jesus being offered as the blood sacrifice in full and final payment for all human sins. Let me remind you of a few other texts, and if you want to look them up with me, and if you want to jot down the Bible reference on the back of your hymnsheet so you can read it at home, that’s fine by me. Romans 6.23 [p. 1133] : The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
We’ve all heard, time and time again, the first part of that text – the wages of sin is death. That is judgement and that’s one wage packet that’s not been affected by inflation. But how often have you heard the second part – but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. The little word BUT is one of the most interesting words in the Bible, because it cancels out what has gone before it. The wages of sin is death, BUT [don’t panic, because] the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Ephesians 2.1 [p. 1174] : As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins. Judgement. Now look down to v.4 in the same chapter : BUT because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions. It is by grace you have been saved. Grace.
Finally, Colossians 1.21 [p. 1182]. Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behaviour. Judgement. BUT now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation. IF – another big little word – you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. 
Judgement has already been given, and sentence pronounced, on sin – and Jesus has already paid it. There is no longer any judgement left for those who put their faith and trust in Jesus. Those who will not put their trust in Jesus, who will not let His blood pay the price of their salvation, will be judged on their own merits or lack of them, but surely to reject the full payment Jesus has already made for sin is as foolish as it is arrogant. To trust in our own righteousness is to play Russian roulette with our eternal destiny, and the good news is that there is absolutely no need for anyone to do so. 
The parable of the Prodigal Son reminds us that God always lays out the welcome mat for anyone who accepts that we need a Saviour and Jesus is the One. Simple as that. Too simple for the Pharisees etc, who sincerely believed you had to obey the letter of the Law to please God. Trouble was, no-one could, and as it says in James 2.10 : Whoever breaks one commandment is guilty of breaking them all. If you’re 38,000 feet up in the pressurised cab of a Boeing 757 doing 600 mph and a window breaks, it’s not good! It doesn’t matter if it’s a hole the size of a pinhead or the size of a grand piano, you’re in heap big trouble. Same with the Jewish Law. Break one, break the lot, busted. 
The whole point of the Law, as Paul points out at length in Romans and in Galatians, was to show us we would never be good enough to please God under our own steam. The Law was like a nanny, a baby-sitter, to keep us in line till Jesus came. Thank God that, through Jesus, we are free to relate to God through His free love, grace and mercy.

And thank God too that, even though the Jews, for the most part, rejected the gospel, God did not reject the Jews, the nation of Israel. As Paul reflects in Romans 11.29, the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. The number of messianic Jews, or Jewish Christians, is steadily increasing. One day Israel will receive Jesus as Lord, and what a glorious day that will be. Jerusalem will indeed be the Holy City.
