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Today’s second reading comes from the Gospel according to Matthew, Chapter 22, 

verses 1 through 14. Listen for God’s word to you this day: 

22 Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying: 2 “The kingdom of heaven may 

be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his son. 3 He sent his slaves to 

call those who had been invited to the wedding banquet, but they would not 

come. 4 Again he sent other slaves, saying, ‘Tell those who have been invited: Look, I 

have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and 

everything is ready; come to the wedding banquet.’ 5 But they made light of it and went 

away, one to his farm, another to his business, 6 while the rest seized his slaves, 

mistreated them, and killed them. 7 The king was enraged. He sent his troops, destroyed 

those murderers, and burned their city. 8 Then he said to his slaves, ‘The wedding is 

ready, but those invited were not worthy. 9 Go therefore into the main streets, and invite 

everyone you find to the wedding banquet.’ 10 Those slaves went out into the streets 

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

with guests. 

11 “But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a man there who was not 

wearing a wedding robe, 12 and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without 

a wedding robe?’ And he was speechless. 13 Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind 

him hand and foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.” 

This is the word of God for the people of God…thanks be to God.  
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To be honest, every time I think of this text, I forget the horrific amount of violence that 

is found within it. It’s a disturbing and complicated story. But, then I come to it again, 

and find myself having to relearn the complexity of Jesus and biblical writers like 

Matthew, and most of all the mystery of our relationship with God. And, in the end I am 

once again in awe.  

I think one of the reasons this passage often throws us off is the way we have 

been taught to understand this passage shows a God that does not line up with the 

loving, merciful, gracious, forgiving God we have come to know throughout scripture, or 

experienced in our daily lives.  Remember last week when I said God does not retaliate 

with violence just because the people are violent, God is not violent, God is not 

vengeful, God does not wish harm on anyone. So if that is the case then how is it what 

we have been taught about this passage is true?  

When reading parables we typically read and identify roles within the story in a 

hierarchical fashion, with God or Jesus playing the most powerful role.  This is human 

nature, we want “our” God to be the most powerful in every situation! That means we 

have often read into this parable God as the king, Jesus as the son, the first guests 

invited to the banquet as the Jews, and those who accept the invitation later, the 

Gentiles, or by extension, us. This reading renders us as the insiders and everyone else 

as the outsiders. This ensures that we are the recipients of God’s grace although Grace 

is not what we see extended by the supposed God figure in the story.  

How many of us have gloated, maybe just internally, at being on the inside while 

others are on the outside? How many of us have had a little inkling of joy knowing we 

were approved of while someone else was judged? Do we secretly hope to see others 
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cast to the outer darkness so that we know we are still good, we are still chosen, we are 

still welcome at the banquet and those others are not? Because that is exactly the 

paradigm this text has set up for us if we are to understand it in the typical top down 

fashion.  This text, along with many others, has been used with this interpretation to 

persecute Jews throughout history. It has been used to draw lines in the sand, to 

establish who is in and who is out, without any consideration for mercy or restoration. 

No wonder we have so many divisions in our world.  Again, God is not vengeful, God is 

not violent, and God does not wish harm on God’s creation.  

This story is the inversion of that hierarchical model we prefer to read into 

scripture. Let me explain.  

The people with whom Jesus is speaking, the temple priests and others gathered 

around, would be familiar with the dynamics of living under the authority and rule of a 

king. And of course, just a few days after this encounter he would be mocked with the 

title King of the Jews as he is beaten and killed, the people were used to a certain type 

of king, one that wielded power and violence, one who could send out an invitation to 

his chosen people and expect that they would respond with allegiance.  Jesus was not 

this type of king, and he seems to be making the point of that. The king the people were 

looking for was someone who would ensure they were on the inside and those who 

differed from them were on the outside. Someone who caused great division, and in so 

doing privileged those who committed themselves to the kings ways.  

With this inversion in mind let’s go back and look at the rest of the text: Since the 

people deny the kings invitation, going about their business as usual rather than yielding 

to what the king wants, he demands that his slaves invite other guests, in doing so they 
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seem to pick up people who are willing to attend the banquet with a last minute 

invitation, but there is one guest who will not change his appearance for the wedding 

feast and it draws the eye of the vengeful king.  Almost immediately it seems as the king 

enters this great feast that has been prepared, he notices first, not the food, décor, or 

the number of people filling the space, but the one person who doesn’t dress in the way 

he demands.  This guest does not fit in, he is an outsider, who quietly protests the 

demands of the king, while still participating within the societal construct.  And, for that, 

he is bound hand and foot and cast to the outer darkness.  

So what if we, rather than seeing Jesus as the son who is getting married in this 

story, and seeing God as the King, what if we see that king just as he is, as a power 

hungry, greedy ruler who is out for himself and then we meet Jesus as the one who will 

not wear the wedding robe, who is quietly protesting the existing structure, the one who 

still exists within the societal construct, but will not conform, will not assimilate to what 

the king demands, and suffers for those choices, being bound hand and foot, being 

mocked as king of the Jews, cast to the outer darkness.  

Debi Thomas offers an examination of this parable, saying: “I wonder now if 

Jesus tells the parable in such an extreme and offensive way precisely because 

we do believe in a God as harsh as the king who turns his armies loose on his own 

people — and we need the help of hyperbole in order to recognize it.  Is it possible that 

Jesus is offering us a critical description of how God’s kingdom is often depicted by 

God’s own followers?  What if the king in the parable isn’t God at all?  What if the king is 

what we project onto God?  What if the king embodies everything we’ve learned to 

associate with divine power and authority from watching other, all-too-human kings and 
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rulers?  Kings like Herod.  Conquerors like the Roman Empire of Jesus’s day.  Leaders 

in our own time and place who exercise their authority in abusive, violent ways, 

compelling their followers to gleefully celebrate in circumstances that call for lament.”1 

This turns on its head the typical, human way of portraying God as the King.  It 

moves us from being the insiders, to standing with the one whom is not only thrown out 

of the party but is banished to a certain death, and in reality, we know, is murdered by 

those in power.  

This understanding of the text also aligns more directly with the Isaiah text where 

we are told that God will send: one who will come to destroy the shroud that is cast over 

all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations, the one who will swallow up death 

forever. That is not a condemning, vengeful, spiteful, unforgiving, set it on fire and watch 

it all burn down God. That is a God who stands against power wielded to threaten and 

kill.  

Again, Debi Thomas asks us: What would change for you if Jesus was the 

unrobed guest and not the furious king in this story?  How would you have to change to 

welcome such a guest?  To honor such a guest?  To accompany such a guest?  What 

robes of privilege, power, wealth, empire, location, and complicity would you have to 

refuse to wear?  What holy rebuke would you have to speak or embody when the king 

demands your cheery presence at his table?  What feasts would you have to forego to 

follow the unrobed dissenter when he's escorted into the darkness, bound and broken 

for the sake of love?2 

 
1 Debi Thomas, “The God Who Isn’t,” www.journeywithjesus.net. 
2 Ibid. 
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God is not vengeful, God does not ask us to be vengeful, Jesus shows us how to 

live in the world and not be overpowered, overwhelmed, overcome by those in the world 

who would use us, any human, for their own entertainment and success. Jesus shows 

us time and time again that the shroud does not get power, that the sheet that covers 

our nations does not have the final word, that we are created by and embraced by a 

God beyond our understanding, a mystery that does not reduce itself to our simple 

explanations, to our need for power, but shows up where we least expect, in this case, 

in the guest who refuses to conform.  

To a worldly King there may be few chosen, but to God, the creator of all things 

living, there is no need to choose, because God has created all, and because a creator 

loves its creation, does not wish it harm. Even before we do one single thing God 

chooses each and every one of us. We are not required to put on a robe for anyone 

else. This is the God for whom we have waited.  And that is something worthy of awe.  


