Children 
If a friend of yours was drowning, would you throw him a rope or a rock? I heard about a girl named Sally who was having a real problem with her weight. One day she saw a friend of hers walking up the driveway. Sally said to her mother, "Linda's so skinny it makes me sick." 
"If it bothers you," her mother said gently, "why don't you do something about it?" 
"Good idea, Mom," Sally replied. Turning to her friend, she called out, "Hey, Linda, have a piece of chocolate cake." 
What was Sally trying to do. She was trying to give Linda a weight problem like her own, wasn't she? 
Sometimes people who say they are our friends try to get us to do things that are wrong. Or they try to get us to do something that is not good for us. Of the thousands of young people who die each year from addiction to drugs, many of them started because a friend got them to try a drug the first time. What a terrible thing to do to a friend. Jesus wants us to be the kind of people who throw our friends ropes, not rocks. He wants us to help lift others up, not help them go down. Remember that, if a friend tries to get you to do something you know is wrong or something you 
know is not good for you. He or she is no friend at all. 
Dynamic Preaching, Collected Sermons, by King Duncan 
I
In his book A Scent of Love Keith Miller tells a hilarious true story about a mother back in the 1960s who took her children to an animal farm--a place where they could pet animals that roamed free . . . and even ride an elephant.
She put her kids in her Volkswagen Beetle (remember those?) and drove off to the animal farm. No sooner had they arrived than she discovered there wasn’t a space left in the parking lot. She settled for an apron on the pathway by the ranger station. She and the children got out of the car and off they went to have some fun.
Hours passed all too quickly. Suddenly, Mom realized they would never be able to make it to the airport on time to pick up Dad if they didn’t leave immediately. She and the children scurried away to the ranger station where their little VW was parked. Shock quickly covered the mother’s face the instant she saw her car. In her words, “The front end of the car was just smushed.”
Shock quickly turned to rage for this mother. Someone at the ranger station surely had an explanation. A ranger was already waiting for her at the door. Before she could utter a word, the ranger said, “Sorry ma’am . . . I know you are upset about your Beetle. We promise to make it up to you.”
He then went on to explain what happened, “Mille our elephant has been trained to sit on a red tub. Well,” he continued with faint hint of laughter in his voice, “Millie mistook your red Volkswagen for her red tub, so down she sat. But, don’t worry--your car will be fixed if only you will give us some time.”
Mom knew there was no time to wait for the car to be fixed. Fortunately, as you may know, the motor is in the rear of a Volkswagen Beetle, so the car was still drivable. The mother 
hurriedly packed the kids into the “smushed” car, started it, put the pedal to the metal, as we say, and headed straight to the airport.
Before she got there, however, she ran into a traffic jam caused by a minor traffic accident. The best she could do now was to exercise patience. She tried as much as she could to stay calm but when she checked the clock she knew it was time she did something drastic. Off she drove on the shoulder of the freeway as she made her way around the traffic jam. As soon as she pulled around the obstructed traffic, she saw two officers. One was busy directing traffic and the other was writing an accident report. She acted as though she never saw them--all she cared about now was getting to the airport. 
One of the officers looked up as her little red car zipped by. He ran to his motorcycle and followed her with siren screaming. When he pulled her over he said, “Look, lady, don’t you know it is against State law to leave the scene of an accident.”
She replied, “I haven’t been involved in any accident.” 
He raised his eyebrows and looked at the front of her car and asked, “What happened to your car?”
She replied, “An elephant sat on it.”
That is when the officer brought out a little balloon for her to breathe into. (1) 
If I had no better excuse than that an elephant sat on my car, I believe I would have kept quiet.
Jesus told a parable about a king who was throwing a marriage feast for his son. He sent out invitations to all his friends and other persons of prominence throughout the kingdom, but they did not come. Some did not even bother to respond to his invitation. Others made excuses. They said they were busy with the farm or at the office. Or maybe they began making excuses like “an elephant sat on my ox cart.” 
The king sent out a second invitation. “Look,” he said almost pleading, “The dinner is ready. My oxen and my fat calves are killed. Come to the marriage feast.”
But his invitees made light of the invitation. Some even roughed up the king’s servants. When the king saw the way his intended guests responded to his invitation he was furious. Then he said to his servants, “The wedding is ready, but those who were invited are not worthy. Go therefore to the thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you find. And those servants went out into the streets and gathered all whom they found, both bad and good; so the wedding hall was filled with guests.” 
Some thoughts filled my head as I read this parable of our Lord. The first is that a worship service ought to be something like a wedding feast. Here we are gathered in the presence of the King of all Kings. The candles are lit; the flowers nicely arranged. The musicians have performed. We are not in formal attire, but this is as formal as some of us get. We have already greeted many good friends. There is a feeling of warmth and fellowship in this place. We have opened the Scriptures and broken the Bread of Life. The celebration has begun, and what a celebration it is! What are we celebrating? We are celebrating the King’s great love for His Son and for each of us. 
We are not here because we deserve to be. We are here because of His gracious invitation. There is an old joke that you may have heard. Tell me if you have. The joke is about a small satellite that NASA put up that only beeps when it passes over a truly righteous man or woman. Have you heard it? No, I thought not. 
Neither have I. It must not have passed over my head yet either. 
Oh, some of us think we are here because we deserve to be. After all, we are not among those heathen who work on their yards on Sunday mornings, thank God, or worse yet, play golf. We are not those who are sleeping off hangovers or doing their religious duty by staying in bed and watching a glitzy televangelist. At least we deserve credit for getting up, showering and shaving, putting on our best clothes and finding our way to church. Those of you who have small children have already put in a full day’s work, I know. You could have made excuses. 
You have missed the whole point of the Gospel, however, if you think you are here because you deserve to be.
There is a story about a man who fell into a deep well. After falling down the slimy shaft into the cold water, his first thought was to cry for help. His calls didn’t work. 
Finally he began to try to climb. Again and again he tried to inch up the slippery, algae- covered brick, only to slide back into the water. His nails were bloodied from his attempts to get a grip in the cracks. He simply couldn’t make it to the top before sliding back. He was stuck in the hole. Despairing, he called out again. 
A passerby appeared above. “Well, I can’t get you out of the well,” he said, “But I can make it better for you. Here have something to drink.” And so he passed a bottle of liquor down to the man at the bottom of the well, who drank it all. He grew quite drunk. The well didn’t seem so bad. But when he sobered up he was still trapped in the well and was miserable. He called again. This time a woman appeared. “Well, she said, “I can’t get you out of the well, but things could be much worse for you. You must accept your situation and make the best of it.” 
So the man in the well tried not to feel sorry for himself and to be grateful to be alive, but it didn’t work. He was still miserable and alone, and despair maintained its grip on him. He started to climb again. He had always been able to take care of himself. But bloody, cold, and hungry now, he slid back into the water again. 
Then another man appeared above. “I can get you out of the well,” he said, “But you must trust me. Do you?”
The man in the well couldn’t see how this man could get him out, but he said, “Yes, I’ll trust you.” 
And Jesus Christ dropped into that well. Upon his shoulders the man climbed out while Christ remained in the man’s place. (2)
That is not one man’s story. It is the story of humanity. We are sinners. To say that is not to demean us. It is to say simply that we are all in the same boat. Without faith in Christ, we are estranged from God and one another. 
As one theologian has described it, it is like several ship passengers who happen to get washed overboard in the mid-Atlantic. The reasons for slipping off the deck vary from individual to individual. As each one discovers his own plight and finds his companions are in the same cold water, however, it is meaningless to debate who is deserving and who is not. All are in the water. It doesn’t make any difference whether one is traveling first-class or economy, whether one is religious or non-religious, even whether one is a good swimmer or not. The need is a total need. 
That is our condition. There is no way that you and I can pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps and be what God would have us to be. We stand in the presence of God on the shoulders of Christ or not at all. The Gospel songwriter was right when he wrote, “Love lifted me, love lifted me; when nothing else could help, love lifted me.” We are here not 
because of what we have done but because of what Christ has done in our behalf. Doesn’t that make you nearly delirious with joy?
If we understand that we are here simply and solely because of God’s amazing grace, then we can center our worship where it really needs to be centered--on God. 
Johann Sebastian Bach understood that. On almost all of his manuscripts Bach placed two sets of initials. At the end he wrote the letters, “S.D.G.” and, at the beginning, “J.J.” S.D.G., SOLI DEO GLORIA--to God alone be the glory. And J.J., JESU JUVET--Jesus, help me. (3) That sounds like a pretty good theme for worship: “Jesus help me,” and “To God alone be the glory.” 
People who understand that we are not here because we deserve to be or because we have to be, do not have to make excuses on Sunday morning. We are not here in order to work our way to Heaven. We are here simply to say, “Thank you.” We are here to sing the great hymns of faith not for our personal entertainment but as testimony of praise. “Oh, God our help in ages past, our hope for years to come . . .” “How firm a foundation ye saints of the Lord is laid for your faith in His excellent word . . .” “O, for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s praise . . .” We are here at a banquet given by a gracious and loving King, and we rise joyfully to sing his praise. That is what worship is about.
But there is one thing more: we have an assignment when we leave this hall. That is to go out into the highways and byways and find others who also don’t deserve to be here but who need the King’s blessings as much as we.
A very prominent and effective pastor retired a few years ago. He told how he came to the ministry.
When he was a little boy living in a small town, his mother sent him to Sunday school one Sunday. On the way he stopped by a drugstore to have a soft drink. While there, he decided he wouldn’t go to Sunday school after all.
The boys in the class assembled, and the teacher looked around and asked, “Where’s Roy?”
One of the boys ventured, “I bet he’s down at the drugstore.”
The teacher said, “You wait right here. I’m going after Roy.”
He went into town, found Roy at the drugstore, and brought him to Sunday school.
Later, as a grown man, Roy Williams would say, “I owe my call to the ministry to a teacher who cared about me, who loved me enough to leave his Sunday school class to go in search of me, and bring me to class. Had it not been for that teacher, I would never have gone into the ministry.” (4) 
I hope each of our Sunday school teachers believes Sunday school is that important. Even more, I hope that they think little boys and little girls are that important.
The banquet is drawing swiftly to a close, but we have an assignment. Find boys and girls and teenagers and young families and middle aged adults and older adults, bring them all- -saints and sinners, singles and couples, stock brokers and slackers, the homeless and the well-to-do, bicycles and BMWs, from every station and condition of life. It doesn’t matter who they are or what they look like. It doesn’t even matter whether we approve of them or not. All that matters is that Christ died for them--just as he died for us. 
Enough said. Let’s continue our celebration in honor of the King of the banquet who has brought us in from the highways and by-ways to be his guests. Amen. 
-----------------------------------
1. Keith Miller, The Scent of Love (Waco: Word Books, 1983).
2. From a sermon by James E. Rimmer.
3. John Killinger, Christ in the Seasons of Ministry (Waco: Word Books, 1981). 4. Contributed. Source unknown. 



II Desiano 
So you don’t want to come to the party? Gee, I wonder why? 
Oh, I see, you think you have a better offer. Really, how do you know? Yes, yes, there’s lots going on, and people really want your attention. But you really still don’t want to go to the party? 
I’m not sure you realize what this party is about. It would be terrible if you had a great time on your farm or your other business but never really understood the invitation in the first place. You are being invited to a party that will change everything in your life. In fact, everything in the lives of all people. You are sure you don’t want to come? 
Yes, at your party there will be guests, a nice munchies, and perhaps even some great steak. But the party God is throwing goes beyond all your parties. The party God is throwing will nourish every person on earth—nourish them by destroying the things that destroy us, by destroying death itself. Even more, it’s a party that everyone can go to. The entry price is great too: you just show up, wanting to party with God, and you can get in. 
Perhaps you think you aren’t worthy. Let me tell you, lots of people felt that way but God sent out his servants to bring even the bums and hoboes from the street. “I want my party filled. I want people to know my love. I want them to be joyful and satisfied. I want to embrace every one of them, to tell them that they will live forever once they know my love.” 
Oh, I know, you heard about the idiot who didn’t show up dressed right. Well, what do you expect? All he had to do was put the garment on that he was given. But he thought he could treat his party as a joke. That’s like treating his life like a joke. He’s like a lot of people who say they are something but never live it out. Once you are embraced by God, the least you can do is embrace God back. 
Sure, sure, there’s money to be made, and degrees to be earned, and bottles to be opened, and jokes to be told. Sure, you have so many other things you have to do. But wouldn’t it be a shame to have done so many things in your life and still have missed the one thing you could not miss? Wouldn’t it be a shame if you thought you were at the party of life but missed the real party altogether? 
God is a God of feasts. The feast that God throws is the feast of unending love and gracious mercy. It’s a feast where we all can belong, surrounded by each other, filled with a joy that can never end. You think God is about punishment, shame, doom and gloom. You sure have that wrong. God is about a joy that is totally contagious—unless we close ourselves completely. 
Come, the feast is ready. The party is going to happen. Why sit on the side or, even worse, outside? 
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III
Not long ago, our daughter Kindra married Chris in a wonderful celebration. If you have ever planned a wed- ding with a daughter, then you know the love/hate relationship that can develop during that year! But on the day of the wedding, when all of the details have been settled, that day is glorious!
One of the things I vividly recall about our family wedding was the reception. We sent out invitations for 220 people, but only 200 people came. Now why would 20 people decline our invitation? Hey, we’re nice people. Kindra was a beautiful bride, and the food at the Lowell Inn was fabulous! And while I was disappointed that some of our friends did not attend, I am pleased to say that nobody was killed for their absence, and no guests were thrown out into the darkness because they wore a T-shirt and flip-flops.
That makes the story in our gospel lesson today a difficult parable. It is a terrible parable, in fact. So let me review the words from Matthew’s gospel, and then wonder with you why this wedding feast ended so badly.
Jesus said that the kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who threw a wedding feast for his son. The invitations went out, but they weren’t really invitations at all; they were commands. People were being summoned to the royal palace. When all of the guests sent back their regrets, another summons was hand-delivered by the king’s servants, this time describing the event more fully. “Why wouldn’t you want to come? I’m your king. The bride will be beautiful, and already we’re decorating the palace and cooking up veal and mashed potatoes. You come!” But the invited guests would not attend, and in fact, they made fun of the king and his invitation and just for an exclamation point, they killed the messengers.
The king was livid. Apparently, you don’t turn down a royal invitation, and you surely don’t kill his servants! So the king sent troops to annihilate the ungrateful subjects, and then he burned their city. He instructed the servants to go out into the streets and invite to the wedding feast anyone they could find; the homeless, the rejected, the nobodies; all were welcome at his table. And when the palace was filled to overflowing, the party began. But one of the guests was not dressed appropriately. Even though the king handed out wedding robes to all the guests, one character decided against putting it on, and the king got angry all over again. He had that guest bound and gagged, and thrown into the wilderness. Wow!
This story disturbs me, and I expect that it disturbs you as well. Not just because the king seems so brutal toward those who declined his invitation, but also because Jesus announced that this is what the kingdom of heaven is like. Seriously? Seriously? The kingdom of heaven is a place where people are killed for not accepting God’s invitation? And the king in heaven is so enraged that anyone who doesn’t follow the dress code will be kicked out? That doesn’t sound like the God of whom I have preached for 35 years. So I have struggled mightily this week trying to make sense of this terrible parable.
You need to know that this week’s parable is not an isolated story. Last week, you might recall, we lamented the parable of the wicked tenants in the vineyard and the violent attacks they executed. And the week before, it was the parable about people like prostitutes and tax collectors who will get into heaven before people who followed all the rules all their lives. Three weeks ago, I preached on the parable of the workers in yet another vineyard who received the same reward whether they worked twelve hours or one. Do you see a trend here? Is God a God of mercy, or a God of justice? Is he a God of tenderness, or a God of violence? And Matthew’s answer seems to be, yes. God is a loving God with a harsh side. And this parable of the wedding feast puts that sort of God on display.
In the first part of this parable, the king gives the people a gracious invitation. They didn’t earn a seat at the banquet table; they did nothing to deserve it, but the king invited them anyway. When they say “no thank you” the king invites them again. When they turn down the second invite, they probably assumed the king would return a third time, and a fourth, and a fifth. But you cannot reject a king indefinitely, for one day the king’s patience will run thin, and there will be no more chances.
Time after time, we take God’s grace for granted, don’t we? Day after day, we are invited to find shelter in his forgiveness, but we turn him down, because the world offers more excitement than a boring God. Perhaps when we are old and feeble, and have tasted every temptation that the world can give, maybe then we can become serious about our faith. But what if God grows impatient with us? What if there are no more chances? Pastor Frank Harrington said it best, that “The biggest lie the devil tells us is that there will always be more time.” Well, maybe there won’t be. Have you ever thought about that?
And regarding the wedding guest who refused to put on the robe, perhaps we too refuse to celebrate our place in God’s kingdom. We like to feast on God’s forgiveness, but we are not willing to accept God’s claim upon our lives. The truth is, God accepts us just the way we are, but he is not willing to leave us the way we are. God desires that we grow in obedience to him, and grow in service to our neighbor. I wonder if God becomes weary of my faith talk, when it is not consistent with my faith walk. Because it’s not -- I’m telling you that today; that my walk and my talk are miles apart. What am I going to do? What are you going to do?
Well, what I’m going to do is tell you that there is another image of God that runs throughout the Bible, and in that image, God is overwhelmingly merciful and kind. Like a parent, this God does become perturbed with his children, but perturbed does not have the final word. Love does. Grace does. Forgiveness is the hallmark of the God we know, and if that’s all you remember from this sermon, that that would be enough. Let me close by describing a different sort of party.
Tony Campolo is a sociologist in Philadelphia, and a college professor, and a Baptist evangelist who could easily be Lutheran; I know him that well. Tony was invited to speak at a conference in Hawaii several years ago, and as it so often is when we travel several time zones away, he couldn’t sleep, so he walked to an all-night coffee shop at 3 am.1
Larry was the cook in that place, a balding man, wearing a grease-stained white T-shirt and smoking a cigarette over the grill. “Whaddya want?” he barked, as Tony sat down. “Just a cup of coffee, and maybe one of those donuts.”
As Tony sat there munching on his donut, eight or nine provocative and boisterous prostitutes came into the café and sat at the counter next to him. Tony overheard one  of them say to the group, “Tomorrow’s my birthday. I’m going to be 39.” One of the women said mockingly, “So whaddaya want from us, a birthday party! You want us to light candles on a cake and sing happy birthday?”
And the birthday girl said, “Aw, c’mon you guys. Why do you have to be so mean? I was just telling you it’s my birthday. I don’t want anything from you. I’m 39 years old and I’ve never had a birthday party in my whole life; why would I start now?”
When the women left, Tony asked Larry, “Do they come in every night?” Yeah, they do, Larry said. “And the one who was sitting next to me, does she come here every night too?” “Yeah, that’s Agnes and she’s here every night at 3:30. Why do you want to know?”
And Tony said this; “I heard her say tomorrow is her birthday, and she has never had a birthday party. What do you say we throw her a birthday party right here” A devilish smile spread over Larry’s face and he called his wife out from the kitchen and said, “Hey, tomorrow is Agnes’ birthday, and this guy thinks we should throw her a party.” His wife said, “Oh, Agnes is one of the really nice ones! I’ll bake the cake.”
At 2:30 the next morning, Tony showed up with crepe paper and balloons, and a sign that read, “Happy Birthday, Agnes!” Apparently, the word got out, because by 3:30 on the dot, the café was wall-to-wall prostitutes. And when Agnes walked in, the crowd broke into a cheer: Happy birthday, Agnes – Happy birthday!
Agnes was flabbergasted. Her mouth fell open, and her legs buckled and one of the girls helped her sit down. When they brought out the cake with candles blazing, and they started to sing, Agnes lost it and she began to weep. “Blow out the candles, Agnes! Blow out the candles!” Agnes didn’t know the drill; she had never had a birthday cake before. And then she hesitated, and turned to Larry; “Larry, if it’s all right with you, I mean, is it okay if I just take the cake home and keep it for a little while?” When Larry told her it was her cake, Agnes picked up the cake and carefully carried it out of the café. Everyone in the café sat motionless, and then Tony broke the silence by saying, “Why don’t we pray?”
Tony would later say that it probably seemed strange that a college professor would lead a prayer meeting with a bunch of prostitutes at 3:30 in the morning. Ya think? But he prayed for Agnes, right there in the café. And when he finished that prayer, Harry, the greasy cook, leaned over the counter and said, “Hey, you never told me you were a preacher! What kind of church do you belong to anyway?” Tony said that the unrehearsed-but-perfect answer came out of his mouth, “I belong to a church that throws birthday parties for whores at 3:30 in the morning.” Harry waited a moment, and then he said, “No you don’t.
There’s no church like that. Because if there was, I’d join it. I’d join a church like that!”
People, I believe that Jesus came to create a church like that. His preferred audiences throughout his ministry were not the prim and proper, and filled with the sophisticated people of the world. He came to rub shoulders with the fishermen, the bricklayers, the lepers, and tax collectors, and prostitutes, many of whom the world often ignores. But in the kingdom of God they are not ignored!
Jesus got that parable partly right today. When the king invited the beautiful people to a wedding banquet and they turned him down, God extended his invitation to the homeless, the rejected, and the nobodies of this world. And only when the palace was filled with those grateful people, only then did the party begin. The part he got wrong is that when one of the guests acted inappropriately, the king kicked him out into the darkness.
That’s not the God I know. If it were, I don’t think I could stand up here and proclaim his love every Sunday. And truthfully, you wouldn’t sit there and listen to it.
Because sometimes, we are the ones who do or say the inappropriate thing, and God does not send us out, but draws us closer in. If our church is going to grow in the coming months and years, it will not be because we rejected the very people that Jesus came to save. The church that grows will be the church of open arms, open ears, and open hearts, which invites the people that Jesus loves to hear the powerful message of grace.
We’re the servants now, armed with an invitation to a glorious wedding banquet. If we stuff those invitations into our pockets and refuse to share them, our congregation will wither and die. But if we have the courage to invite the outsiders in to join us, this church will become a glorious party of joy. It’s our choice. It’s our choice. I hope we choose wisely.
Thanks be to God. Amen.

1.  ©1990, Tony Campolo, The Kingdom of God is a Party
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