The Many and the Few

(Matthew 22:9-14)

by Adam Metropolis

9 Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find.’ 10 And those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both bad and good. So the wedding hall was filled with guests.

11“But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 13 Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.”

God is scary.  The God of the Bible is a frightening God.  His power has no bounds.  His judgment is severe.  His freedom is unrestrained.  

When I read a passage of Scripture like this one, I have to reckon with a God who does as He pleases.  A God who judges as He sees fit.  His judgment is hard.  Violent.  Infinite.

“Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness.  In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  

“For many are called, but few are chosen.”  

Many will hear the voice of God - the message of Christ, through his servants.  Many hear, but will few come.  

I'm reminded of those old cereal commercials, where you could mail in a cereal box top and enter to win a magnificent prize.  They would always say, “Many will enter – few will win!”  Perhaps they got that from Scripture.

Many will hear the proclaimed Word;  many will listen to a preacher; will open a Bible, (perhaps a Gideon's Bible in a motel room);  but few will come to Jesus.  Few will accept the terms of peace offered by the King of the Universe.  

Last week, we discussed the first half of this parable.  The King had thrown a wedding feast for His son, and the invited guests not only refused to come, but some of them mistreated and killed the King's servants.  In response, the King sent his troops and burned that rebellious city.  

And again Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying, 2 “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding feast for his son, 3 and sent his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding feast, but they would not come. 4 Again he sent other servants, saying, ‘Tell those who are invited, See, I have prepared my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready. Come to the wedding feast.’ 5 But they paid no attention and went off, one to his farm, another to his business, 6 while the rest seized his servants, treated them shamefully, and killed them. 7 The king was angry, and he sent his troops and destroyed those murderers and burned their city. 8 Then he said to his servants, ‘The wedding feast is ready, but those invited were not worthy. 

Jesus is telling this parable to the Pharisees, a group of religious leaders at that time in Israel.  This is the third of three incendiary, (or “fire-starting”,) parables in which Christ shows the Jews that their rejection of Him will lead to their swift destruction.  

Which it did.  

By refusing God's invitation to the Messiah's wedding feast, and by choosing to kill God's messengers, and then killing God's only begotten Son, the Jews made it clear that they had no desire to serve Yahweh, the God they claimed to follow.  In 70 A.D., just as Jesus had prophesied, the temple in Israel was destroyed.  God caused 1,100,000 Jews to be  massacred at the hands of the Romans because they, as a people, had rejected their Messiah.  

In this parable, Jesus is probably alluding to how and why the offer of salvation will be extended to Gentiles, (which simply means non-Jewish).  

Some commentators, however, believe that, in this parable, Jesus is saying that the characters originally invited to the wedding were not representing the Jewish people as a whole, but only the religious, reputable Jews - and that those invited after the city's destruction were also Jews, but ones with no previous religious prestige, (the prostitutes, tax collectors, the blind and the lame).  These commentators say that in the book of Matthew, Jesus implies that salvation will be taken from the prestigious, (the respected,) and handed to the rabble – the rejects of Jewish society.  

I, personally, disagree with this view, because in the parable the masses are not invited to the feast until after the rebellious city is destroyed.  I believe this is foreshadowing to when Israel, as a whole, is rejected, and the new invitees represent those who are invited AFTER that destruction in 70 A.D., (the Gentiles). 

What we know for sure is that the first group is rejected, and the second group is comprised of both bad and good, with no basis on works.

9 Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find.’ 10 And those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both bad and good. So the wedding hall was filled with guests.

Moving on to verse 11:

 11“But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 

Imagine the king, walking into the great hall of his house, (perhaps on a balcony), so that he can look upon the entire congregation.  He, perhaps, leans against the railing, surveying the crowd, smiling as His provisions and preparations are enjoyed.  He grins as his son is glorified, congratulated, honored by the guests.  He stands, above the crowd, contemplating, reflecting, happy that his son has received the  bride, (selected and purchased by the king).  His Royal Family has grown.  His enemies have been destroyed, and His heritage and His kingdom are flourishing.

But suddenly – He sees this man.  

This – imposter.  

A man in the midst of the crowd who has no wedding garment.

Why is the wedding garment so significant?  What does it represent?  Did the king supply it, or was it each person's own responsibility?

One commentator had this to say about ancient Jewish wedding customs:

“The clothing expected at a wedding was not a special garment (like our “morning dress”) but decent, clean white clothes such as anyone should have had available.  In that case the man's fault is that, even though invited to a royal wedding, he had not gone home to change into his best;  to turn up in ordinary, dirty clothes was an insult to the host.” (French, The Gospel of Matthew)

I'm actually going to a wedding immediately after this church service.  I will most likely wear what I'm wearing right now – and, it's not a super-fancy wedding.  If I wear this outfit, I'll probably fit in with the crowd.  Hopefully I won't stick out.  But imagine if I were to go to my friend's wedding with a filthy t-shirt with the sleeves cut off, ketchup stains and gewy granola running down the front.  Maybe wearing athletic shorts that I haven't taken off for days?  Imagine if I hadn't showered or brushed my teeth for a week, and the odor was pungent.  If that were the case, I would actually be a distraction at that wedding.  I wouldn't be treating my friend with the dignity he deserves.  I respect my friend – I want to honor him, his bride, and his father.  

Listen to John MacArthur's insight into this parable:


“That man was fully accountable for being improperly dressed, but the gracious king nevertheless gave him and opportunity to justify himself, asking with undeserved respect, “Friend, how did you come in here without wedding clothes?”  Had the man had a good reason, he would certainly have mentioned it immediately.  But he was speechless, unable to offer the king even the feeblest excuse.  It is therefore obvious that he could have come in wedding clothes had he been willing.”

The King, standing on the balcony, looking down at the guests, calls out to this man.  Perhaps, everyone in the great hall turns to see what's going on.  Why is the King calling out to this man?  And who is this man?  

12 (The King) said to (the man), ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding garment?’ And (the man) was speechless. 

What does the wedding garment represent?  I've studied, and read, and heard several (bold) opinions of what this covering is.  Some say that it is the imputed righteousness of Christ – that there was a great exchange that happened at the cross, where Jesus became a curse for us, taking upon Himself the sins of those who would believe and transferring to them His perfect righteousness in exchange for their sin.  The idea being that when the Father, the King, looks upon a saved human being, a believer in Jesus, He sees no sin, but only the righteousness, the covering of Jesus Christ – and thus, Yahweh God is not only satisfied with the believer, but is pleased and joyous as He looks upon him or her.

The main text used to argue for imputed righteousness is 2 Corinthians 5:21:  

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

I'll put it another way:  For our sake, God the Father made Jesus to be sin, although Jesus knew no sin, so that in Christ we might become, (or are covered with), the righteousness of God.

As much as Jesus, who was foreign to sin, took my sin upon Himself on that crucifix, to that extent I, (who am foreign to righteousness), take Jesus righteousness upon myself.  When it comes time for God to judge me, He turns from me and punishes Jesus, (on the cross, 2000 years ago), in my place.  When it comes time for the Father to bless Jesus for His Righteousness, He turns to me and blesses me with undeserved favor.  That's the Great Exchange.  And it truly is great!

Imagine a father who is face to face with the drunk driver who killed his young daughter in car accident.  If this drunk driver were standing right in front of the father, how do you think the father would feel toward him?  Forgiving?  Merciful?  Probably not.  Imagine, then, that the father's only son is standing next to this criminal.  The father, burning with fury, clenches his fist and swings it toward the man.  At the last moment, before contact is made, the son willingly steps in between the father and the criminal, and absorbs the blow.  The father's wrath is stayed, seeing his son, bloody and broken on the ground, moved by his act of intercession and sacrifice.  Moved to compassion, the father embraces the criminal, and actually brings him into his house to make him a part of the family.

That metaphor breaks down at several points*, I know – but I need to give you an idea of what we're talking about, here, (*a more accurate portrayal would be that the father, having made a previous agreement with the son, redirects his fist toward the son on purpose.   Also, it would not be merely a strike, but a fatal blow.  The son would die, and the criminal would be adopted with no sin accounted to him.)

Many commentators and believers would say that, yes, imputed righteousness, (the Great Exchange), is real, and that that is what Jesus is talking about in this parable.  The Wedding Garment, they would say,  represents the Imputed Righteousness of Christ, and the man in this parable does not possess that necessary covering.  So, when the Father looks upon this man, His anger burns against him, and He judges him with unrestrained fury.  

Is the wedding garment the Imputed Righteousness of Jesus?  

Because, there are other commentators who believe that the Wedding Garment represents the outward works in a person's life.  The idea being that if a human being truly believes in Yahweh, their life will change in such a way that their outward words and actions will be right and good.

Thus, some leaders would argue that the Wedding Garment is outward works of devotion to God – a life of Holiness before Him.

Johanan Ben Zakkai was a Pharisee born after the death of Christ.  He became a Jewish teacher who lived through the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  He once told a parable “...where the wearing of dirty working clothes exclud(ed) the unprepared guests” (during a celebration).  “A later version of the story identifies the clean clothes of the accepted guests as “fulfilment of the (Jewish) commandments, good works, and the study of the Torah (Jewish Law)”  (French, The Gospel of Matthew p.826)

Is that the interpretation?  Does the garment of a wedding guest, in this parable, represent personal devotion to the Jewish law, (which is the first five books of the Bible)?

Where do I stand?  What do I believe this text is saying?  Are the clothes the Imputed Righteousness of Christ, or are they outward works of Holiness?  Or are they something else entirely?

I'm not sure.

So it's best that we hedge our bets.  I say we live lives that take hold of both possibilities.  I, personally, believe in the doctrine of Imputed Righteousness, but I also believe that a believer must have a life that reflects the heart of God.  A life Holy and blameless before Him.

With imputed righteousness, there is a clear exchange of our sin for the very righteousness of Yahweh God.  And that's spectacular.  I believe it.  I'll give you a few more texts that validate this Doctrine:

In Philippians 3:7-9, Paul says this:

...whatever gain I had (as a Pharisee), I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as (excrement), in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith...

Paul seems to believe that his righteousness on earth did not come from a keeping of Jewish law, but directly from God and depending on faith.  

Probably the strongest argument, for me, that Imputed Righteousness is real comes from Isaiah 53, verses 10 and 11.  Feel free to turn there with me now.

The book of Isaiah was written about 700 years before Jesus spoke this parable.  In it, we see distinct prophecies of Jesus, of His crucifixion and atonement for our sins.  

Isaiah 53:10 and 11 are clearly and distinctly about Jesus and His atonement.  It's almost unbelievable how accurate and clear this prophecy is:

...it was the will of the Lord to crush him;

he has put him to grief;

when his soul makes an offering for guilt,

he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days;

the will of the Lord shall prosper in his hand.

11 Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied;

by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,

make many to be accounted righteous,

and he shall bear their iniquities.

So, we see the Great Exchange right there in those last two lines, “Make many to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities.”  Jesus takes the iniquity of the believers upon Himself on the cross, and those believers are MADE, (notice the language), to be accounted righteous.  So the language indicates that this is something that happens to the recipients, it's not something that they do.

So, yes, I believe in the Imputed Righteousness of Christ.  But I also believe that someone who has been converted will gradually become more and more outwardly righteous over time.  As God wills and works in them to do and say what is right and good, it becomes apparent that the Holy Spirit is working in their life.

Paul says this in Philippians 2:12-13:

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure. 

God works in the believer to both WANT and to DO the right thing.  God creates the wanting from within, and God manifests the outward doing.

But...

...the argument that the Wedding Garment is the outward works of a believer is a weaker argument than that for Imputation, especially in the context of the parable.  

10 And those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both bad and good. So the wedding hall was filled with guests.

You have both bad and good being called in verse 10, and the wedding hall is FILLED with these bad and good people.  They didn't, all of the sudden, just become good as they stepped on the scene.  The adjectives 'bad' and 'good' are used to define them.  Some are morally bad.  Some are morally good.  But it appears that only ONE guest lacks the Wedding Garment.  

In the parable, the Father's acceptance of the invited has no basis on works, but only on 1.)  Their having responded to the call, and 2.)  Their being clothed with a wedding garment – and only ONE man seems to lack this garment.  So I doubt the garment represents outward works.

So we are in quite a quandary, here. 

We gotta figure out what this wedding garment is!

13 Then the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.”

…

For many are called, but few are chosen.

...

Why would Jesus say that?  Why after just talking about the violent punishment against this man with no garment, would Jesus say this?

For many are called, but few are chosen.  

The sentence kind of stands out, doesn't it?  It almost – doesn't fit in the flow of the parable.  And it almost works as an exclamation mark at the end of the parable – maybe a summary of the point of the parable?

Jesus is saying, “the man was punished because”

..many are called...

so...many guests are freely invited...

...but few...

so, out of those invited, only a select number...

...are chosen.

And somehow, that statement of truth, that “many are called, but few are chosen,” is the reason that this man is punished so severely for not having a Wedding Garment.  

What is Jesus getting at here?

…

I was in my bathroom on Friday when the answer popped into my head like a firework:

The key is the word “chosen.”  

Many people will be called.  The message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ will fall upon many ears.  But only a few individuals have been chosen by God.  

jesus says this

Is there another passage in Matthew that talks about this choosing?

There are two:

Jesus says this while prophesying the end of the age in Matthew 24:

And if those days had not been cut short, no human being would be saved. But for the sake of the elect those days will be cut short. 23  Then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. 24 For false christs and false prophets will arise and perform great signs and wonders, so as to lead astray, if possible, even the elect. 

In Greek, the word is eklektos (sounds like ek-lek-tahs)

Strong's concordance defines the Greek word as follows:

1) picked out, chosen


a) chosen by God,

1) to obtain salvation through Christ


a) Christians are called "chosen or elect" of God

2) the Messiah is called "elect", as appointed by God to the most exalted office conceivable

3) choice, select, i.e. the best of its kind or class, excellence preeminent: applied to certain individual Christians

There isn't much wiggle room for what the word “elect” means in the New Testament.

If the key to unlocking the meaning of this wedding garment is in the choosing, it's important that we understand the doctrine of Unconditional Election – or God's having chosen, (before the foundation of the world), with no basis on works, who would become His adopted children throughout human history.  That's why we say that God's love is “unconditional” - there are no conditions.  He loved the elect before they even existed.

Paul says in Ephesians 1:4 that:

...(God) chose us in (Christ) before the foundation of the world...

These “elect” individuals are born as condemned sinners due to the fall in Genesis 3, but at some point in their lives, are brought, (by the Holy Spirit), to faith in Jesus, and are genuinely converted.

Revelation 13:8 says that at the end of the age:

...all who dwell on earth will worship (the beast), everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who was slain. 

There was a book in heaven before the world was established.  The name of this book was “The Book of Life of the Lamb Who Was Slain.”  Everyone who will be in eternity, worshiping Jesus forever, already had their name in that book before earth was created.  That book still exists, and will be opened on judgment day.

Revelation 20:15 says that on judgment day, 

...if anyone's name (is) not found written in the book of life, he (will be) thrown into the lake of fire. 

How does this connect with Jesus' parable in Matthew 22?

13 ...the king said to the attendants, ‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.”

There it is:  The 'chosen' concept, and punishment, in Revelation; and the 'chosen' concept, and punishment, in Matthew 22.

Many human beings will hear the Gospel in their lifetimes.  But only the CHOSEN be brought to faith by the Holy Spirit.  It's not an issue of who will be chosen, but an issue of who has been chosen before the foundation of the world.  Right now, here, in this room, some of you have been chosen by God before the foundation of the world.  Some of your lives clearly demonstrate that you are children of God.

But each of us needs to ask the question, from time to time – have I been chosen?  Do I belong to Jesus?  Or have I been deceiving myself?

Ask yourself:  Have I been tricked into believing that simply going to a church service or listening to a pastor means that I am secure in Christ? 

How do I know that I'm chosen?  What is the evidence that I've been chosen?

In Matthew 7:13-14, Jesus tells us to:

“Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.”

Are you one of the few?  And are you confident that Jesus IS that narrow gate?  That Jesus is the Doorway of our salvation?

Jesus says this in John 10:9:

“I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and out and find pasture.”

Have you entered by the Door?

Every church is a mixture of the chosen, and those who are not.  Even though everyone within a church body may think that they are going to heaven, many who claim to be Christians will end up apart from God.  Jesus describes this reality with a parable in Matthew 13:24-30:

“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field, 25 but while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds  among the wheat and went away. 26 So when the plants came up and bore grain, then the weeds appeared also. 27 And the servants of the master of the house came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? How then does it have weeds?’ 28 He said to them, ‘An enemy has done this.’ So the servants said to him, ‘Then do you want us to go and gather them?’ 29 But he said, ‘No, lest in gathering the weeds you root up the wheat along with them. 30 Let both grow together until the harvest, and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.’” 

Within a church body, there will be wheat, (the elect, the chosen, the good seed), and weeds, (the unelect, the bad seed).  Both will grow in the same field, which is the community of those who claim to follow Jesus.  God will, at judgment, separate the wheat from the weeds – and the weeds, (the unelect,) will be destroyed in the fire.  

Also take note of Matthew 7:21-23.  Jesus says:

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’ 

How do you know if you're chosen?  You will do the will of your Father who is in heaven.  How do you know if you are not chosen?  You will be a worker of lawlessness.  

Your outward actions are the evidence of where you truly stand with God.  

Jesus put it this way in Luke 6:43-46:

“...no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit, 44 for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thornbushes, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush. 45 The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks.”

When you put your faith in Jesus for salvation, the Holy Spirit does a transforming work inside of you.  Your identity changes.  A true child of God cannot help but to do what is right.  Yes, even believers stumble and fail at times – but, as a wise man once told me, “Grace is for the fallen soldier – not the sleeping one.”

Are you asleep?

Are you sleeping through this life, assuming that you will not be thrown into outer darkness on the day of the Great Feast?  Do you presume that you are so special, so important, that God won't pronounce judgment upon you?  None of us should think so highly of ourselves.  If not for Christ, each and every one of us would get exactly what we deserve.  Death.  Eternal death.  In that place there will be weeping, and gnashing of teeth.

Whether this man's wedding garment represents the Imputed Righteousness of Christ, outward actions that glorify God, or something else entirely, I know not.  What I do know is that this man was not chosen.  Out of the many who were called to the Marriage Supper of the Son, this man was not one of the chosen.  And, not being chosen, he didn't posses the proper covering that would have protected him from the wrath of the Father.  This man's fate was sealed.

Out of those who respond to God's call, only the chosen will posses the proper garment on the day of the great Wedding.

Are you chosen?

Are you confident of this – or are you doubting your salvation?  Paul tells us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling.  It's a good thing to ask yourself these hard questions.  No one will go to hell for having too great a desire to be saved.  No one will be cast into hell because they pleaded with God too much, or loved His Son with too much passion.  Quite the opposite.  Those who go down to the pit will have been the ones who did not care for this God, did not care for this book, did not care for this Christ.  

Right now, you can repent of your sins, and put your complete trust in Jesus Christ for salvation.  And even if you've already made a confession of faith, it never hurts to repent and believe the Good News.  Jesus Christ died on a crucifix so that you, in believing in Him, could gain eternal life:

John 3:16-18:

“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18  Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God. 

If you choose to believe and trust in Jesus Christ, you will not perish, but have eternal life.  That's a promise.  God didn't send Jesus to condemn the world, but to extend salvation to it.  Whoever believes in Jesus is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already!

If your life is marked by bitterness, faithlessness, and hostility toward God and man – rest assured that you will be found, on that great Wedding day, not to possess the proper garment.  In that place, there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

It may be that each and every one of you has been chosen by God - before the foundation of the world – but how can you know unless you cast yourself upon the Son, this very moment?  

Throw yourself upon Jesus – and embrace His electing love.  Cling to the cross of Christ.  Let his blood cleanse your iniquities.  Allow His Holy Spirit to fill you, right this very moment!  

If you have repented of your sins, truly believe that Jesus is your Savior, and show with your life that you love and trust Jesus – you can rest assured that you are a chosen child of God. 

Let's pray.

