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

To those who did manage to make your way through storm and tempest to be here 2 weeks ago … please bear with me as I try to get everyone on the same page!

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? 
That’s what the Bible lesson we read today is about, v.2 : The kingdom of heaven is like a king who prepared a wedding banquet for his son. The Bible tells us that God was preparing a wedding banquet for Jesus His Son. Now, I hate to disillusion fans of Dan Brown and the Da Vinci Code – good entertainment, lousy theology – this was not to Mary Magdalene. Ephesians 5 says that the bride of Christ is the church.

God’s purpose in sending Jesus to the earth was to reach out to all the people of the world, the people He had made in His own likeness to take charge of creation and rule over it properly, the people who had thrown that great plan back in His face because we thought we knew better than He did. God was determined to do whatever it took to overcome our infidelity and win us back into relationship with Himself, a bond of love that would never again fade or die. Whatever it cost. Even His own flesh and blood.
Let me ask each and every one of us some questions, that I want you to face honestly. As the weight-watchers’ manual says about sneaking illicit Greggs pies and sticky buns when you think no-one’s watching, the only person you’re kidding is yourself. OK, here we go! Are you absolutely sure that the life you’re leading right now is as good as it gets? Are you happy and secure in your beliefs, your lifestyle, your relationship with and attitude toward other people, your relationship with and attitude toward yourself?

Are you living in good health, physically and mentally? Are you stable and consistent in your emotional life, whatever may be kicking off round about you? Are you living within your means, staying out of debt, totally free of envy of what other people have, their house, their car, their spouse, their children, their weight? Are you ready to meet not just your own needs and the needs of your family, but the needs of others who are in dire straits, even people you don’t know, and to do so without seeking recognition?

If you’ve scored a clean sweep of “Yes’s”, congratulations, step forward and take over the service, you’re better qualified than I am. Bottle your secret and sell it – or maybe we’ll have a prayer time to cast out lying demons! But if, like 99.99% of the human race, you’re ready to admit the glaring reality that there’s room for improvement in some areas, then stay tuned in and we’ll go forward and learn and grow together. 
Jesus has come looking for you. The Good Shepherd has come to rescue His lost sheep. In John 10.10, Jesus said : I have come that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows). Anyone here that could use some help to enjoy life, full life, life with so much joy and peace and prosperity that it overflows?
Then get ready for a wedding! You and Jesus, together, forever, enjoying the blessing of God in fullest measure. As John, the closest friend of Jesus, writes in 3 John 2, I pray that you may prosper in all things and be in health, just as your soul prospers. That is God’s declared will for you, and it is freely available to you when you give your life to Jesus as Lord. It says so in the Bible and what is in there is His Word, so there’s no room for argument. Not that anyone with any sense would want to argue, surely!
What happens at a wedding? It is a legal ceremony, but it’s very much more than that. It’s what we call a covenant. Now, let me just briefly explain the difference between a covenant and a contract. A contract is a business deal, a legal document signed by two people who may not like each other, indeed who may not know each other, but they’re in it for what they can get. You buy a car on a finance deal, you sign a bit of paper, and you get a car, the garage gets the price, and the finance company gets the interest.

Everybody’s out to get something out of the deal, and if you can squeeze the garage for a discount, or the finance company squeeze you by hiking up the interest rate, that’s all part of the game and it will be there in the small print. As will what happens if someone breaks the contract, especially you, if you happen to miss one month’s payment. That’s a contract. It’s completely impersonal, it’s based on what you can get, and if it doesn’t work any more, you just follow the instructions and pay the price to get out of it.
But a covenant is different. It’s very personal indeed. It’s about two people joining their whole lives together, making a solemn commitment to draw on each other’s strengths and support each other in their weaknesses. In many houses, there’s “his” and “hers” towels, coffee mugs and so on, and that’s OK, so long as both are quietly assured that, if push comes to shove, there is no his and hers, it’s all ours. You see, in a covenant, it’s not about what you can get out of it, it’s what you can give. 
When we come into covenant relationship with Jesus, we discover just how wonderful a truth that is. But there’s something else we need to know about covenant. It’s based on the shedding of blood. Have you ever wondered where the custom of exchanging wedding rings came from? Before Beaverbrook’s and Ernest Jones, a bride and groom would cut round their wedding fingers with a knife and let their blood run together.
Originally, marriage was a blood covenant. Now it’s less painful, except maybe in the back pocket! So is our relationship with Jesus, but the blood is all His. He’s the One doing all the giving. Indeed, He gave His life to pay off all our wrongdoing, to clean up all our mess and reconcile us to our Father. Ephesians 2.13 : Now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ.

Because of this blood covenant, our past is no longer held against us : 1 John 1.7 : if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. On the other hand, we have a glorious future destiny : 1 Peter 1.2 : we have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to be obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance

We have free and unlimited access to Father God. Hebrews 10.19f : we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus,  by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body. Jesus has already made available to us every favour and blessing here on earth, as well as in heaven. But how do we receive it? 

Well, let’s look at chilling cautionary note in vs. 11-12 about the man who turned up at the royal wedding feast improperly dressed and was unceremoniously kicked out. First, let me tell you what this does NOT mean. It is not really to do with putting on your best clothes to come to church. There’s nothing wrong with looking smart and being neat and tidy, but it’s superficial. God looks at the heart, not the creases on the suit. 
Once again, this is all about righteousness. The lovely hymn we’ll sing as we uplift the offering contains this line : in royal robes I don’t deserve, I live to serve Your majesty. I’m told that at royal weddings in Biblical times all the guests were expected to wear clothes specially made for the occasion with the king’s name woven into them.

Anyone who managed to get into the feast without that special clothing was assumed to have got there by illicit means and for an illicit purpose and was howked down to the dungeons quicker than you could say Jasper Conran. In this parable, Jesus teaches that the worship that honours God and that God receives is worship pouring out of the heart of a believer who bears the royal Name of Jesus, who trusts completely in the finished work of Jesus, who receives gratefully all that Jesus is and all that Jesus has done.
In Isaiah 61.3, the Lord promises : to bestow on his people a crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment of praise instead of a spirit of despair. Same chapter, v.10 : I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God. For he has clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. God delights in giving His people the garment of praise, the robe of righteousness, for no reason other than that He loves us. 
We don’t need to earn His favour, and that’s just as well because we never could come near to doing so. As Isaiah 64.6 says : all our righteous acts are like filthy rags. Think again about this royal wedding. You’d never dream of going to such a prestigious event in oil-stained jeans and an old T-shirt with a frayed collar and last night’s spag bol spattered down the front! But the Bible says that if we’re trying to impress God with our own worthiness, that’s exactly what we’re doing, turning up improperly dressed, and you see here just how much that self-righteousness dishonours and disgusts God!

Part of the problem is that some of us have a weird notion of what God is like. Remember I said that the Bible looks forward to the wedding of Christ and His church? Imagine you were married to someone of whom you lived in constant fear, because that person was picky, demanding and judgemental. You could never please them, and every time you did or said something that upset your spouse, however trivial, however unintentional, they became angry with you. That’s not a marriage made in heaven, is it? 

Why is it, then, that so many people, even church people, think the Lord of all love and grace is like that crabbit spouse, easily offended, quick to anger, ruthless in judgement? Not knowing either the Word or its author, that’s why. It’s the exact opposite. Psalm 103 says that The Lord is compassionate and merciful, slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love. He will not constantly accuse us,  nor remain angry forever. He does not punish us for all our sins ; he does not deal harshly with us, as we deserve.
We need to stop striving anxiously for God’s acceptance, let Him clothe us in those royal robes of righteousness, that the blood of Jesus bought and paid for, that the Name of Jesus is on and can never be erased. What God demands, and all God demands, is that we put all our faith and trust, in every situation, in the Name of Jesus, by whose shed blood we are forgiven, by whose battered body we are made whole, by whose glorious resurrection we are heirs of eternal life, seated with Him in heavenly places. 
