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The Banquet That Will Not Be Empty 

A Theological Essay on the Parable of the Wedding Feast 

Setting the Scene 

Two rooms. Two meals. Two versions of a story Jesus tells about a feast no one can afford to 

miss. 

In Matthew, the scene is public and charged. Jesus has just entered Jerusalem. He has cleansed 

the Temple, cursed a fig tree, and answered challenges about his authority. The chief priests and 

Pharisees know the earlier vineyard parable was told against them. Now he speaks again: a king 

prepares a wedding banquet for his son. The first guests refuse. Some seize the messengers and 

kill them. The king burns their city. Then he sends servants into the streets to gather “both bad 
and good,” until the hall is full. One guest is found without a wedding garment. He is bound and 

thrown into the outer darkness. The saying that closes the story is spare and severe: “For many 

are called, but few are chosen.” 

In Luke, the scene is intimate and ironic. Jesus is dining on the Sabbath in the house of a leading 

Pharisee. He has just healed a man with dropsy, rebuked the scramble for places of honor, and 

told the host to invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind rather than those who can 

repay him. A guest, perhaps trying to restore the mood, says, “Blessed is anyone who will eat 
bread in the kingdom of God.” Jesus answers with a parable. A man gives a great banquet. Those 



first invited send excuses: a field to inspect, oxen to test, a new wife. The master, angry, sends 

his servant into the streets and lanes for the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame. When 

there is still room, he sends him to the roads and hedges: “Compel people to come in, so that my 

house may be filled.” None of the original guests will taste the dinner. 

The two accounts are not carbon copies. Matthew’s feast is royal and nuptial; Luke’s is a great 
dinner. Matthew includes violence, a destroyed city, and a man without a garment. Luke lingers 

on excuses and on a double widening of the invitation. Yet both stories turn on the same scandal: 

the table is ready, the first invited stay away, and the host will not let the feast fail. 

The image is older than the Gospels. Long before Jesus sat at a Pharisee’s table or told of a 
king’s wedding hall, Isaiah had already promised a feast on the mountain: rich food, well-aged 

wine, the shroud over the nations torn away, death swallowed, tears wiped from every face. 

Second Temple Judaism took that vision and waited for the messianic banquet—the great meal 

when God would at last keep faith with his people. Jesus does not discard the hope. He pulls it 

forward. The banquet is no longer only a future consolation. The invitation has already gone 

out. The food is said to be ready. What remains is not whether God will host the feast, but 

whether anyone will rise and come. 

Context 

Matthew sets the parable in Holy Week, inside a tightening ring of controversy that will end at 

the cross. Jesus has entered Jerusalem, cleansed the Temple, and been asked by what authority he 

acts. He has already told the parable of the two sons and the parable of the wicked tenants. The 

chief priests and Pharisees know those stories were aimed at them. The wedding banquet follows 

at once, then the questions about Caesar’s coin, the resurrection, the greatest commandment, and 
David’s son. The room is not a classroom. It is a courtroom forming around the Messiah. 

In that setting the figures carry weight. The king is God. The son is the one for whom the feast 

exists. The first invitation is not a casual RSVP; it is the long summons of Israel through the 

prophets. The mistreatment of the servants recalls that history, and Matthew’s church would also 
have heard in it the fate of later messengers. The burning of the city is the parable’s most jagged 
detail. From early on, Christians read it against Jerusalem’s fall in 70 CE. Whether Jesus spoke a 
word that later events made newly audible, or Matthew sharpened an older saying in the light of 

catastrophe, the theological point is the same: refusal of the Son is not a private slight. It has 

public, historical consequence. The widening of the invitation then answers the question the 

leaders will not ask: if the first guests do not come, who now belongs at God’s table? 

Luke’s table is quieter and, in its way, more dangerous. Jesus is on the road to Jerusalem, dining 
on the Sabbath in the house of a leading Pharisee. He has just healed a man with dropsy under 

watchful eyes, rebuked the scramble for the best seats, and told the host to invite those who 

cannot repay: the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind. A guest, perhaps hoping to bless the 

company and close the wound, says, “Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of 

God.” The remark assumes that the people already at this table will be at that one. Jesus answers 
with a story that refuses the assumption. 



Luke’s first invitees look like the world of that house: men of land, livestock, and marriage, 
whose reasons for staying away are respectable. Their excuses are not crimes. They are the 

ordinary goods by which status is kept. The next invitations look exactly like the guest list Jesus 

has just commended. Luke’s Gospel has been telling this reversal from the beginning: Mary’s 
song, the sermon at Nazareth, tax collectors and sinners at table with Jesus. The parable does not 

introduce a new theme. It names the theme at a Pharisee’s dinner and makes the diners the first 
audience of their own exclusion. 

Neither evangelist is polishing a folk tale. Each is doing theology in narrative form. Matthew 

presses judgment and the gravity of appearing before the king: even those swept in from the 

streets may be found unclothed for the feast. Luke presses the persistence of grace and the peril 

of good reasons: the house will be filled, and those first invited will not taste the dinner. Read 

together, the two tellings refuse a split between welcome and crisis. The kingdom is a table set in 

honor of the Son. It is also the moment when excuses, violence, and borrowed clothes are 

exposed. Hospitality and judgment are not two kingdoms. They are one feast, already 

announced. 

Observations 

1. The feast is the king’s joy, not a human project. 
In both versions, the food is already prepared. “Everything is ready.” The initiative is 
divine. Human beings do not invent the banquet; they are summoned to it. The messianic 

age is not first a moral program. It is a celebration of the Son. 

2. Refusal is not usually framed as open atheism. 

Luke’s excuses are ordinary: property, work, family. None is wicked in itself. That is the 
point. The first guests treat the invitation as just another appointment. They do not hate 

the host; they simply have better things to do. Matthew’s first guests go further—some 

ignore, some seize and kill—but the underlying insult is the same. To decline when the 

table is set is to treat the king’s honor as optional. 
3. Grace does not cancel judgment; it outruns it. 

Matthew’s king is enraged and destroys the murderers. Luke’s master is angry. Then, in 
both stories, anger turns into a wider search. The hall will be filled. The places of those 

who refused will not stand empty as a monument to their refusal. God’s purpose to gather 

a people around his Son will not be frustrated by human no. 

4. The second invitation is not a consolation prize. 

The poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame, those from the highways and hedges, “both 
bad and good”—these are not leftovers. They are the ones who actually come. The 

parable is continuous with Jesus’ own practice: he eats with tax collectors and sinners; he 

blesses those who cannot repay. The kingdom’s guest list is not the world’s guest list. 
5. Presence at the table is not the last word. 

Matthew alone adds the man without a wedding garment. Interpreters have disagreed for 

centuries: is the garment imputed righteousness, repentance, charity, the new life of good 

works, or the honor due the king? The tradition is richest when it refuses a false choice. 

Calvin’s remark still holds: faith cannot be separated from a renewed life, nor a holy life 
from faith. The man is speechless. He has entered without taking the feast as the feast it 

is. Outer darkness, weeping, and gnashing of teeth are Matthew’s language for final 



exclusion. “Many are called, few are chosen” does not flatten into a cold decree; it names 
the difference between hearing the summons and being found among those who belong to 

the Son. 

6. The parable is already eucharistic and already eschatological. 

The church has always heard these stories at the Lord’s Table. The meal now is a 
foretaste of the marriage supper of the Lamb. To come unprepared is not only a future 

problem. It is a present one. To make excuses is not only an ancient Jewish problem. It is 

the standing temptation of the respectable. 

Questions 

The parables do not settle the mind. They leave it standing in the doorway. 

• The first summons has already been spoken: in Israel’s Scriptures, in the church’s 
preaching, in baptism, in the bread and cup set out week by week. Luke’s guests do not 
refuse because the field, the oxen, and the marriage are wicked. They refuse because 

good things have become urgent in the wrong hour. What, now, is the purchase we must 

go and see, the work we must try, the bond we will not leave even for the King’s table? 
Name it without piety. The excuses that damn are rarely the shameful ones. 

• The hall is filled with people the first guests did not expect. Matthew says “both bad and 
good.” Luke says the poor, the crippled, the blind, the lame, then those from the roads 
and hedges. Does that widen the church’s hope, or only its rhetoric? If the parable is true, 

the surprise is not that outsiders are welcome. The surprise is that those who assumed the 

seats were theirs may find the places taken. Are we still capable of being startled by 

who is already sitting down? 

• Matthew will not let arrival be the last word. A man is in the hall without a wedding 

garment, and he has nothing to say. Commentators have dressed the garment as 

righteousness imputed, repentance, charity, holy life, honor paid to the Son. The 

argument matters, but the sharper question is pastoral: what does it mean to wear, in an 

actual life, what only the host can give? How does one put on a gift without turning the 

gift into a costume of one’s own making? And what kind of speechlessness is that, when 
the King asks how we entered? 

• Matthew’s burned city and outer darkness stand beside Luke’s command to compel them 
in, that the house may be full. Severity and persistence are both in the text. The church is 

tempted to preach only one and call the other a misunderstanding. How can refusal be 

treated as mortal without making grace look thin? How can grace be treated as 

inexhaustible without making the King’s honor look cheap? If either note is muted, 

the parable has been edited. 

• The man at Luke’s table blesses those who will eat in the kingdom and, by the ease of the 
blessing, counts himself among them. The story is aimed at that ease. Where do we bless 

the feast as if presence were already proved—by birth, by office, by long familiarity with 

holy things, by sitting near Jesus while still not coming when the meal is ready? 

• Both tellings insist that the dinner is not being planned. It is ready. Delay, then, is not 

neutrality. It is a decision about the present. What does it mean to postpone a summons 

that has already reached the hour of serving? And if the doors of the parable do at last 



close—if some who were invited will not taste the dinner—what becomes of our habit of 

speaking as though there were always time? 

These are not questions for the margin of the text. They are the questions the stories put to 

anyone who has heard the call and has not yet come in, or has come in and has not yet been 

found clothed. 

Conclusion 

The Parable of the Wedding Feast, in its Matthean and Lukan forms, is a theology of the 

kingdom in the shape of a meal. God is not a distant legislator. He is a host whose joy is to honor 

his Son and to fill a house with guests. The tragedy of the story is not that some people are never 

asked. It is that those first asked treat the asking as negotiable. The wonder of the story is that the 

host does not cancel the feast. He sends again, and again, until the rooms that pride left empty 

are occupied by those who know they have no claim. 

The garment remains a warning inside the welcome. Grace is not a costume we design for 

ourselves. It is what we wear because we have been brought in. To sit at the table in one’s 
own clothes—one’s own righteousness, one’s own excuses, one’s own terms—is to 

misunderstand the occasion. 

Isaiah’s mountain, Jesus’ table in the Pharisee’s house, the king’s hall, the Lord’s Supper, and 
the marriage supper of the Lamb are not five different meals. They are one hospitality, 

announced in different hours. The essay’s last word is the parable’s own: everything is ready. 

The only remaining question is whether we will come as guests, or keep inspecting the field. 

 

 

 

 


