Worthwhile Worship #11

“R.S.V.P.”

Luke 14:16-24

During this time of year, this may happen to you. You reach into your mailbox and pull out an envelope that is thicker than the others.  Perhaps your name and address are hand-written in a fancy script.  When you open the envelope, you find another envelope, this one with just your first name in the decorative lettering.

You have been invited.

The invitation announces the event—perhaps a wedding or graduation ceremony—the time and place it will be held, and perhaps at the bottom appear the letters “R.S.V.P.”  Do you know what those letters mean?  The term R.S.V.P. comes from the French expression “répondez s’il vous plait,” meaning “please respond.”  You may find yet a third envelope in this invitation with a small card on which you reply with the number of folks coming with you.

Socially speaking, failure to respond to an R.S.V.P. is a faux pas, to continue the French theme.  Nowadays there is also a financial repercussion to this reply, as many hosts need to know how many guests will attend for any dining arrangements.  But when it comes to the spiritual realm, failure to respond to the eternal R.S.V.P. offered by Almighty God is most devastating of all.

Jesus uses this theme in Luke 14:16-24,

A certain man made a great supper, and bade many and sent his servant at supper time to say to them that were bidden, “Come; for all things are now ready.”

And they all with one consent began to make excuse. The first said unto him, “I have bought a piece of ground, and I must needs go and see it: I pray thee have me excused.” And another said, “I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I go to prove them: I pray thee have me excused.” And another said, “I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come.”

So that servant came, and shewed his lord these things. Then the master of the house being angry said to his servant, “Go out quickly into the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in hither the poor, and the maimed, and the halt, and the blind.”

And the servant said, “Lord, it is done as thou hast commanded, and yet there is room.”

And the lord said unto the servant, “Go out into the highways and hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled. For I say unto you, that none of those men which were bidden shall taste of my supper.”
For the past several weeks, we have been focusing our attention on the subject of “Worthwhile Worship,” analyzing our Sunday services to see how everything we do fits into the practice of worshiping God.  So far we have considered everything from the pledges of allegiance at the opening of our service through the songs we sing, the prayer time, gathering around the Lord’s table, to the proclamation of God’s Word—and how we worship in each of these activities.  In these next two weeks we will wrap up this series.  This Sunday we will look at the close of the service—the invitation—and next Sunday we will look at how the collection of tithes and offerings fit into the worship of God.

The invitation, in many ways, is the climax of the worship service.  Some feel that everything leads up to the sermon, but I would suggest that even the sermon leads up to this.

The First-rate Request for Response

In Luke 14, Jesus tells the story of a certain man who hosted a great banquet.  He had invited a number of people to this event, three of whom are mentioned here.  In the ancient world, invitations were often R.S.V.P.; thus these invited guests had already confirmed that they were coming.
  This invitation, though, was not exactly like the ones we receive nowadays.  Warren Wiersbe explains,

In Jesus’ day when you invited guests to a dinner, you told them the day but not the exact hour of the meal. A host had to know how many guests were coming so he could butcher the right amount of animals and prepare sufficient food. Just before the feast was to begin, the host sent his servants to each of the guests to tell them the banquet was ready and they should come. In other words, each of the guests in this parable had already agreed to attend the banquet. The host expected them to be there.

This idea of a double invitation was common in the Bible.  Queen Esther practiced this when she invited her husband and Haman twice to her banquet (Est 5:8; 6:14).  In the Jewish commentary on the Old Testament called the Midrash, one rabbi wrote, “[No one] would attend a banquet unless he was invited twice” (on Lam 4:2).

Throughout the Bible we read of the gracious invitation from Heaven.  Isaiah 1:18 records, “Come now, let us reason together,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.” In the New Testament, Jesus issued a invitation when He said, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). On another occasion He stood up at the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem and cried out: “If any man is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink” (John 7:37). A similar invitation is found in the last chapter of the Bible: “And the Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’ And let the one who hears say, ‘Come.’ And let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who wishes take the Water of Life without cost” (Rev. 22:17).  God’s Word is a first-rate request for a response from beginning to end.  Donald Grey Barnhouse concludes,

The Bible is not the record of man’s groping after God, but is the record of the revelation of God to men.  He gave it in the terms and in the order in which He desired it to come to men, and whenever the Word is preached the outward call is sounded.  Thus men are brought face to face with the work of Christ and with their responsibility to do something about their sin by coming to Him as Savior.


Just like the host in Jesus’ parable, God has prepared a special feast—the apostle John calls it “the wedding feast of the Lamb” in Revelation 19:9—and the invitations have gone out.  This invitation does require a response on our part.  We are to RSVP to God’s gracious invitation.

The Feeble Reasons for Refusal

Jesus tells the responses of three individuals to this second invitation.  Each of the three declined the invitation on a variety of grounds.  That’s probably a generous way to describe the feeble reasons for refusal we read in these verses.  It has led some commentators to describe this passage as “the parable of the excuses.”

The first guest begged off because he had to “go and see” a piece of real estate he had purchased.  Oh, please!  This guy bought land without first looking at it?  These days many homebuyers demand a pre-sale inspection to make certain that nothing unexpected arises after the transaction.  This excuse is weak! 

The second man had also made a purchase—ten oxen that he was anxious to prove. Are you kidding?  In our modern world, who would buy a used car that they had not taken out for a “test drive”?  Furthermore, how could this man really put these oxen to the test when it was so late in the day?  His statement “I go to prove them!” suggests that he was already on his way to the farm when the servant came with the final call to the dinner.  Lame!

The third guest really had no excuse at all. Since they involved so much elaborate preparation, Jewish weddings were never surprises, so this man knew well in advance that he was taking a wife.  Only Jewish men were invited to banquets, the host did not expect the wife to come anyway.  That being the case, he should not have agreed to attend the feast in the first place if he was unwilling to go without his bride. Having a new wife could have kept the man from the battlefield (Deu. 24:5) but not from the festive board. 

Of course, these were only excuses. The old-time evangelist Billy Sunday defined an excuse as “the skin of a reason stuffed with a lie.” The person who is good at excuses is usually not good at anything else.
 

We read about these feeble reasons for refusal and snicker.  But are these excuses really that rare?  These are people who were occupied with the ordinary things of daily life and unconcerned about eternity.
  They put their occupations, ambitions, and material goods ahead of the call of God. Family ties and social relationships hindered them from accepting the gospel invitation.  I like how one commentary ties this parable in with the parable of the seed and the soils we considered last week:

Three excuses, given as specimens of the rest, answer to “the cares of this world” (Luk 14:18), “the deceitfulness of riches” (Luk 14:19), and “the pleasures of this life” (Luk 14:20), which “choke the word” (Mat 13:22 and Luk 8:14). Each differs from the other, and each has its own plausibility, but all come to the same result: “We have other things to attend to, more pressing just now.”﻿﻿﻿
 
As I have said in the past, I believe that most people in our culture who will spend eternity in Hell will not be lost because they did not know about Jesus and the salvation He offers, but because they did not see the need for it.  Some think that they can respond to the invitation at a later date—when it is more convenient for them—but to them Jesus concludes the parable with these words: “For I say unto you, that none of those men which were bidden shall taste of my supper.”

The Frightful Results of Rejection

Those final words reflect the angry tone of the host when he was told of the refusals to his banquet.  In that culture, to refuse an invitation at the last moment was an unpardonable breach of etiquette.
  Determined not to waste the prepared food, the host ordered his servants to go into the streets and invite anyone and everyone to come to the banquet.


The use of the word “compel” in verse 23 has been misunderstood throughout church history.  These guests were not to be compelled by force of arms (as has been done in the Crusades and at other times), but rather by force of argument. Loving persuasion was to be used in an effort to bring them in so that the master’s house might be filled.
  How it must have dismayed the religious leaders to hear Jesus refer to the outcasts of their own society—“the poor, lame, and blind”—and even the Gentiles—those in the “highways and hedges”—as participating in the great feast while they were excluded.

This may not sit well with some of you, as well.  “How can God bypass me?” many wonder to themselves.  In reality, the question should be asked, “How can I bypass God?”  This story of a banquet emphasizes the truth that men are saved, not by their own effort, but by responding to the invitation; if they are lost, however, it is by their own fault.  It is tragically possible to reject the gracious invitation.


And when that invitation is rejected, God is rightfully angry.  Listen to the tone of Proverbs 1:24-33,

Because I have called, and ye refused; I have stretched out my hand, and no man regarded; but ye have set at nought all my counsel, and would none of my reproof: I also will laugh at your calamity; I will mock when your fear cometh; when your fear cometh as desolation, and your destruction cometh as a whirlwind; when distress and anguish cometh upon you. Then shall they call upon me, but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall not find me: for that they hated knowledge, and did not choose the fear of the Lord: they would none of my counsel: they despised all my reproof. Therefore shall they eat of the fruit of their own way, and be filled with their own devices. For the turning away of the simple shall slay them, and the prosperity of fools shall destroy them. But whoso hearkeneth unto me shall dwell safely, and shall be quiet from fear of evil.


There is a popular saying, “Hell hath no fury as a woman spurned.”  We may debate the merits of that statement, but there is no doubt that Hell awaits those who spurn God’s invitation.  Hebrews 2:3 warns us, “How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation; which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed unto us by them that heard him?”  Later in the same book we read in Hebrews 12:25, “See that ye refuse not him that speaketh. For if they escaped not who refused him that spake on earth, much more shall not we escape, if we turn away from him that speaketh from heaven.”


What happens to those who refuse to respond to God’s invitation?  Turn to one last passage—what I believe to be the most tragic of all in the Scriptures—Revelation 20:11-15,

And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works. And the sea gave up the dead which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which were in them: and they were judged every man according to their works. And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire.


What makes this passage so tragic is that it is so unnecessary. Many critics of Christianity ask, “How can a loving God send anyone to Hell?”  The truth is, our loving God has done everything in His power—short of taking away our free will—to keep us from going to Hell, which is what our sins deserve.  He loved us so much, according the John 3:16, that He sent His Son to die in our place so that we might escape Hell and spend eternity with Him in Heaven.


But we are called to respond.  This invitation has an RSVP attached.  If we do not accept the invitation, we reject it.  In essence, we send ourselves to Hell.  As Leon Morris summarizes, 

The parable concludes with the somber verdict on those who were first invited and who made their excuses.  There would be no second chances for them.  They had squandered their opportunity and they would get no other.  Once again we see Jesus stressing the urgency of the situation.  God is gracious and will receive all who come to Him. But men may not dilly-dally.  Those first invited might not take up the invitation but others would, both Jew and Gentile.  God’s purpose may be resisted, but it cannot be overthrown.


This morning—as we do each Sunday morning—I offer this invitation to you.  First and foremost, the invitation is to respond to God’s gracious proposal of salvation.  If you have never responded, you have not received God’s gift.  Paul writes in Romans 10:9-10, 

That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.


If you have never done this and you would like to, the invitation is for you.  

Perhaps you have already done that, but there is another commitment you would like to make.  Maybe you would like to make Texas Christian Church your home church.  By being a member you have a say as to the direction of the church as well as the responsibility for its continued ministry.  Maybe you have a personal matter of commitment between you and the Lord.  Take advantage of this invitation to come and publicly commit yourself, having your brothers and sisters in Christ stand with you and behind you.

We are going to close today with an invitation hymn. You may wonder why we only sing one verse of the invitation hymn each week, when we sing all the verses of most other hymns in the service. In some churches they do sing all the hymns at the invitation time.  I have been in services where the invitation lasted longer than the sermon as the preacher begged and pleaded for people to respond. I wondered if some folks responded just to get the service over with!

I refuse to do that.  I learned from my home church how to give an invitation.  Our minister would say, “We’re not going to prolong this part of the service.  If God is speaking to you, you know it.  If you have business to do with God, you come.”  We would sing one verse—maybe just one chorus—and that would be it.  No emotional manipulation, no guilt trips.  God has invited and we are compelled to respond.

How does this fit into the whole concept of worship?  We have said from the outset that worship is something that we give to God.  What more can we give than our very selves to Him?

Invitation

I told you once, I told you twice
But I sense your hesitance at taking my advice
I see you wanting to get involved
You are invited but you must return the call

It's a big decision and I know the feeling
'Cause I been there before
It takes believing and a heart that's willing

(Chorus)
You got an invitation—He sent me here to let you know
Paradise is waiting
He's made your reservation—now tell me don't you want to go
To Paradise?

It's not going to be a stock event
You see the invitations have all been heaven sent
(It's) come one, come all—but unlike most
You can't crash this party 'cause you've got to know the host

The only way that you can be sure that you're in
When it's time to go 
It takes believing and a heart that's willing

(Repeat chorus)

It's a big decision go on and follow that feeling
'Cause it's almost time to go
It takes believing, so if your heart is willing

(Chorus)

(Repeat chorus)
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