
5. The Parable of the Great Supper
(Matthew 22: 1–14)

Among the various images Jesus uses in His parables, one of the most beautiful is the image of
heaven as a large banquet to which God is inviting us. Whether it’s a welcome home feast for the
prodigal son, or a wedding banquet where the bridegroom comes at night, the image is very clear and
wonderful: God loves us, and He invites us into a feast of joy and love, where we are safe and together
and where we won’t hunger for anything. The Kingdom of God is this feast, designed for us, and it’s not
hard to get there. Even though the Kingdom is available for us to experience, Jesus shows us
examples of so many people who will choose not to attend the feast! People will decide not to come to
heaven.

For example, we have seen that in The Parable of the Marriage Feast, which is in the gospel of
St. Luke, chapter 14, a man throws a wedding feast and invites many guests, but they all make
excuses. They can’t come to the wedding feast because they’ve bought land or oxen, or found a new
wife. God has blessed them with wonderful gifts, and rather than come to the feast with gratitude and
joy, they have begun to act as if the blessings are more important to them than God is. Their actions
show that they worship those gifts instead of the One who gave them. The master of the house sends
his servants to bring replacement guests -- including the people who live on the streets, the poor and
the maimed and the lame and the blind, and everyone else they can find “in the highways and the
hedges”. He has offered the Kingdom to the people He has been blessing and protecting all these
years, Israel, but when they rejected Him and his banquet feast, He handed over the Kingdom to the
Gentiles.

In the gospel of Matthew, chapter 22, we find a very similar parable. Some people even think of
it as the same parable, because the father throws a wedding feast, and the first people do not come, so
he sends servants into the “highways” to find more guests. Once again, we can see that this is a story
about how Israel rejects the Kingdom, but this time the parable ends with the father removing one of his
guests from the banquet. While both stories help us understand the Kingdom of heaven and what we
should do to get there, they’re really quite different.

Let’s take a closer look at this Parable of the Great Supper:

And Jesus answered and spoke to them again by parables and said:

“The kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who arranged a marriage for his son, and
sent out his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding; and they were not willing to
come. Again, he sent out other servants, saying, ‘Tell those who are invited, “See, I have
prepared my dinner; my oxen and fatted cattle are killed, and all things are ready. Come to the
wedding.” ’ But they made light of it and went their ways, one to his own farm, another to his
business. And the rest seized his servants, treated them spitefully, and killed them. But when
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the king heard about it, he was furious. And he sent out his armies, destroyed those murderers,
and burned up their city.

Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding is ready, but those who were invited were not
worthy. Therefore go into the highways, and as many as you find, invite to the wedding.’ So
those servants went out into the highways and gathered together all whom they found, both bad
and good. And the wedding hall was filled with guests.

“But when the king came in to see the guests, he saw a man there who did not have on
a wedding garment. So he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you come in here without a wedding
garment?’ And he was speechless. Then the king said to the servants, ‘Bind him hand and foot,
take him away, and cast him into outer darkness; there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’
“For many are called, but few are chosen.”

(Matthew 22: 1-4)

Once again, the Kingdom of heaven is like a wedding banquet, and God the Father is inviting His
people to come and enjoy it. He sends His servants to invite them, and the people don’t want to come.
Then He sends even more servants to go tell them they really should come, but they still don’t want to
come! They go to their farms and businesses, and keep busy with the work of daily life -- they won’t
stop to join God for this banquet. We should ask ourselves who those servants might be. St. Gregory
Dialogus, who was the Patriarch of Rome in the sixth century, explains it this way:

We must see that the servant sent with invitations by the Master of the household represents
the preachers of the Church (beginning with Christ and the Twelve Apostles). It often happens
that a powerful person has a contemptible servant, and when he sends a message by this
servant to relatives or to strangers, those who hear him do not think of the person who brings
the message but only of the message he brings and the person who sent it. And if you consider
us preachers unworthy, nevertheless venerate God who calls you through us

(Parables of the Gospel, 36)

The apostles and the priests, bishops and teachers are always delivering God’s invitation to us.
Whether we like the particular servant or not, that invitation comes from God and is very valuable.

We are always invited to the great banquet of Holy Communion. Every Sunday and many other
days, the liturgy is happening at church, and everyone is welcome to come. It’s like getting a taste of
the Kingdom of heaven, right here on earth! And yet, not everyone will come! Just like this parable, we
find that many people reject the invitation; they ignore the servants of God like priests and bishops who
invite them into the feast, and instead turn back to their daily lives. We humans do often prefer to busy
ourselves with work or games, earthly things, and to ignore the invitation to this beautiful banquet.

So far, this is a lot like The Parable of the Wedding Feast -- but then, as you might have noticed,
this one takes a dark turn. After some of the people go back to their farms and businesses, “the rest
seized his servants, treated them spitefully, and killed them.” Remember that these parables are not
just about us as individuals and our answer to the Father’s invitation, but they are also about Israel,
God’s chosen people. Since the times of Abraham and Jacob, Moses and King David, God has been
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leading and protecting His people. He sends His servants -- the prophets -- to guide the people, but the
people often don’t listen to them! The prophets tell them about the Kingdom, about how to serve God,
and they say no to the invitation. Eventually, they start killing the prophets! Prophets like Isaiah,
Jeremiah and John the Forerunner are killed because the people don’t want to be told that they have to
repent and follow God. In this parable, we see that God’s people are killing the servants, and “when the
king heard about it, he was furious. And he sent out his armies, destroyed those murderers, and burned
up their city.” The King is fed up. He is very angry with the people who not only acted ungrateful, not
only ignored his invitation, but who were so evil that they killed His own servants sent to them.

The King then sends His servants out into the highways, walking the streets to find people,
“both bad and good”, and bring them to the feast. He first invited His chosen people, the people He
knows and loves, but when they reject the feast, He goes out and invites strangers to come. And they
do! Jesus is letting the Israelites know that because they don’t want to follow God, the Kingdom will be
given to anyone who does want to follow God. All of the peoples of the world, the Gentiles, will be
invited to the Great Supper. God’s Kingdom is open to everyone.

You might have noticed that “both bad and good” people are coming into the banquet. Perhaps
we expected that only good people would be allowed to enter, but the bad people come too! That’s very
interesting. Jesus does tell us that the tax collectors and harlots, the greatest of sinners, will be entering
into heaven even before the chief priests come in! Does that mean that bad people are doing bad
things in heaven? This parable continues with one more really interesting thing to help explain that: the
father actually comes into the banquet and sees a man without a wedding garment, and has him thrown
out, saying, “For many are called, but few are chosen.” What is this wedding garment? You may have
heard this phrase the liturgy, in a prayer before Holy Communion:

How shall I, the unworthy, enter into the splendor of Your saints? If I dare to enter the bridal
chamber, my clothing will accuse me, since it is not a wedding garment; and I shall be bound up
and cast out by the angels.

As we approach for Holy Communion, which is a little taste of the wedding banquet of heaven,
we talk about this same idea. If we don’t have a wedding garment, we will be bound and cast out, just
like the man in the parable.

Weddings back in Bible times were a whole week long, and at the beginning, the host would
give each guest a special white robe, a wedding garment that they would wear. St. Irenaeus tells us
that we should understand that the wedding garment is our works of righteousness:

Christ makes it clear that we ought, after our calling, to be adorned with works of righteousness,
so that the Spirit of God may rest upon us. This is the wedding garment, [...] those who have
been called to God’s supper yet have not received the Holy Spirit, because of their wicked
conduct ‘shall be cast into outer darkness’. He thus clearly shows that the same King who
gathered, from all quarters, the faithful to the marriage of His Son, and who grants them the
incorruptible banquet, also orders that man to be cast into outer darkness who doesn’t have on
a wedding garment; that is, one who despises it.

(Against Heresies, IV, xxxvi, 6.)
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The bad and the good are invited to the wedding feast, and those bad ones who repent and do
works of righteousness have beautiful wedding garments, and the Holy Spirit rests on them! It doesn’t
really matter if you were bad or good when you were invited: as long as you love God and are doing the
good things He asks you to do, the Holy Spirit will rest on you, and you’ll enjoy the banquet. But those
who don’t want the Holy Spirit, those who reject the love of God and who don’t do good things in this
world, they might come into the banquet or the Church, but they won’t be able to stay. If they don’t
accept this garment of the Holy Spirit, they’ll be bound and cast out.

When the time comes for each of us to join in the Heavenly banquet, we will be so grateful for
every good choice that we made to accept and keep our “wedding garment” clean. We are in an
especially good season to pay attention to our wedding garment during Great Lent, because it is a time
when we care well for our souls. We fast more, we pray more, and we give alms. All of these things
help to make our heart soft, to prepare it for the Holy Spirit’s presence in our souls. They help to clean
our wedding garment and make us even more ready to partake of the wedding banquet.

Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear! Let’s hear and understand.

QUESTIONS:

The king in the parable of the Great Supper arranged a marriage for his son and invited guests. Did the
invited guests come when it was ready?

- The invited guests did not come when the supper was ready. The king sent more servants to tell
the invited guests again that the supper was ready. The guests did their own thing instead, and
some even killed the king’s servants. So the king destroyed those guests’ city and sent his
servants to invite people from the highways to come, and they came.

When the king came to the supper and saw the guests who had arrived, there was a problem with one
of them. What was the problem, and what happened because of it?

- One guest was not wearing a wedding garment. The king asked him about it, but he was
speechless. So the king had the servants tie him up and take him away from the supper.

If we pay attention, we may hear a reference to this parable very often. Where do we hear it?

- There is a prayer before Holy Communion that refers to this parable. Some people pray it before
they go to Divine Liturgy, while others pray this prayer with other pre-communion prayers during
the service. It says, “How shall I, the unworthy, enter into the splendor of Your saints? If I dare to
enter the bridal chamber, my clothing will accuse me, since it is not a wedding garment; and I
shall be bound up and cast out by the angels. In Your love, Lord, cleanse my soul and save
me.”
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FOR DISCUSSION:

People in Bible times were given a special white robe to wear at a wedding. We are also given a special
garment to wear to God’s feast. What is that? What does St. Irenaeus say can happen when we clothe
ourselves in that way? (Hint: it has something to do with the Holy Spirit.) How could that special thing
help our souls?

Now talk about your wedding garment. What makes yours dirty? What can you do to keep it clean?
How are you working on that during Great Lent?
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