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 SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST — Tone. 3. Ven. Anthony 
of the Kiev Caves, Founder of Monasticism in Russia 
(1073). (Byzantine) 

Matthew 8:5-13  

“And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 
But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness. There will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

These are powerful and challenging words, but I think that we can hear them properly 

only when we try to hear theme in their context, in the context of the early Christian 

community, Matthew’s community, to whom they were first addressed.  Then, I think,  

we can begin to hear the challenge they pose for us.   

Matthew’s community and gospel reflect the growing tensions and ambiguities that 

began to exist between the emerging Christian identity of those Jews who had come to 

accept Jesus as Son of Man and Messiah and the synagogue community which had 

been their spiritual home.  Those who had become disciples of Jesus found themselves 

an isolated group within the Jewish community.  In some ways, they probably found 

themselves more orientated towards the Gentile world than towards the changing shape 

of Judaism, which after the war of 66-70 and destruction of the Temple, was in a huge 

flux.  Nonetheless, these early Jewish Christians also affirmed their Jewish past and 

saw themselves as its legitimate heirs.  Matthew and his church were living through a 

period of rapid social and political and religious change, and the gospel produced within 

that community has a great deal to say to any community in a period of transition which 

wants to adapt while struggling to be faithful to the gospel and to Christian discipleship. 
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“And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 
But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness. There will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

That early Matthean community would have heard these words as words of comfort, but 

also as words of challenge, words that reflected the new reality they found themselves 

in.  Israel, the Temple, the Sabbath, the Torah, the entire religion of Judaism- all those 

old certainties which had once served as clear markers of who belonged to God’s 

people and God’s kingdom and who didn’t were now gone, or were in the process of 

change.  

What a text like this raised and embodied was an immense religious question- one, 

interesting enough, that is once again with us in our current religious setting and within 

our newly-reshaped religious consciousness- Who belongs and who does not?  Who 

belongs to God and God’s Kingdom and who does not?   

When this text was read to those first Christians in Matthew’s community, it must have 

raised lots of eyebrows and concern, even among those who were open towards the 

pagan world and supportive of at least some kind of mission to the Gentiles. It was part 

of a story about Jesus healing the servant of a Roman centurion and Jesus’ response to 

the faith of that soldier.  Matthew writes, “When Jesus heard it [i.e., the centurion’s 

words, “only speak a word, and my servant will be healed”] , He marveled, and said to 

those who followed, "Assuredly, I say to you, I have not found such great faith, not even 

in Israel!”  Wow!  You can almost hear the cries of protest coming from the scribes and 

Pharisees and Temple priests!  This pagan, this Roman, this military oppressor of God’s 
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people and occupier of holy Israel, this uncircumcised, uncovenanted heathen has faith 

greater than anyone who belongs to God’s people, to the Covenant, greater than 

anyone who worships in the Temple or in the synagogue!  This is just not possible! 

And it was right on the heels of Jesus’ words of affirmation of the centurion that we then 

hear His (and Matthew’s) conclusion:  

“And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 
But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness. There will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

All of this is a very powerful suggestion that those whom you hadn’t thought could 

belong- like the Roman centurion and  “the many who will come from east and west”- 

will sit down together in the kingdom of heaven with the elders, the fathers, the 

patriarchs, with whom God had covenanted years ago.  God’s kingdom is more 

inclusive than we might have thought!   

But then comes the real twist, the real burr in the saddle, which must have thrown many 

of those early Christians for a loop.   Matthew writes: “But the sons of the kingdom will 

be cast out into outer darkness. There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”   Not only 

is God’s kingdom more inclusive than they had thought, but it also has an exclusion 

clause- not everyone who belongs to the family, to the covenant, to the system which 

has prided itself on being the exclusive channel of God’s presence in this world, is going 

to be at that table in the kingdom!  And while Jesus doesn’t tell us who it is who will be 

excluded, everything else that He said and did tells us that the exclusion clause doesn’t 

apply to people like the Samaritan woman, or the prostitutes, or the woman caught in 

adultery, or the unclean, or the tax collectors.  It applies to people like the scribes and 
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the Pharisees and the Sadducees and the priests- the “insiders”, the religious people 

who, in a sense, made a business out of setting up boundaries and keeping people in 

their place. 

This is a very powerful gospel if we will actually listen to it.  It speaks quite directly to 

issues that face us today, issues relating to the borders of the Kingdom, issues relating 

to who belongs and who don’t belong to God.  Jesus’ words and His actions that 

embody His words bring to us a message about acceptance and inclusion- shocking, 

scandalous radical inclusion- the Kingdom of God is available to all, beginning, not with 

the religious gatekeepers, but with the weak, the failed, the sinful, the wretched, those 

who can make no claims of goodness and righteousness.  One of the most persistent 

criticisms of the Church in our own day is that Christians are arrogant, judgmental, 

moralistic legalists- closer to the Pharisees of the 1st century then we are to Jesus.  And 

there is a great deal of truth in that description. 

Yet, we also need to remember that Jesus regularly warned people that they might miss 

the Kingdom, and that unless we become like little children, we can’t enter.  The 

Kingdom of God is available to everyone, but it can also be missed by us.  And that 

means that Jesus’ radical, inclusive, embracing Kingdom also has some kind of 

boundary, some kind of “outside” as well as an “inside”.  His almost constant warnings 

to the religious establishment of his day- the “insiders”-  should remind us of that and 

help us to realize that a high fence that excludes almost everyone apart from those who 

are like us won’t do, but neither will having no fence at all. 
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There is a third way, a paradoxical way, a way that seems to me to be written all over 

the gospels.  This way is neither the way of hostile, distrustful exclusion and 

judgmentalism.  Nor is it, however, the way of permissive, naïve inclusiveness. This 

third way, which might be called purposeful inclusion, tells us that what is needed if a 

person is to enter God’s kingdom and God’s family is a  change of heart, in fact, a 

change that opens the heart to God, to His Kingdom and to everyone else.   “Perfection” 

in Jesus’ eyes, remember, is to become like the God who makes the rain to fall on both 

the good and the bad.   That’s always hard for us!  Everyone is invited to the banquet on 

the mountain of God.  The Kingdom of heaven seeks to include everyone, beginning 

with the “little ones”, the “nobodies”, anyone who want to participate in and contribute to 

the Kingdom’s purpose.  But you can’t get in if you oppose its purpose.  You can’t get in 

if you refuse to join with Jesus in his inclusive purpose of gathering, welcoming, 

reconciling and uniting in God’s Kingdom.   

The Kingdom’s purpose is to gather, to include, to welcome into reconciliation with God 

and with one another everyone who is willing, whether they are little children, or tax 

collectors, or prostitutes, or drug addicts, or people who have done time in prison for 

serious crimes, or people who have failed in marriages, or those who have the wrong 

sexual orientation- it doesn’t matter.   

Jesus was often criticized for His rather liberal table fellowship with notorious sinners.  

His critics, both in the 1st century and today, assume that acceptance of people means 

approval and endorsement of shabby behavior.  What these critics fail to realize is that 

rejection is what hardens people; acceptance is what makes transformation possible.  

By accepting and welcoming people of all kinds into His presence, just as they were, 
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problems, imperfections, sins and all, Jesus was exposing them to His own life and to 

His secret message.  And He had the confidence that this is what could challenge and 

change people.  Maybe we intuitively know just how unlike Jesus we really are, and 

that’s why we’re often afraid to invite the “bad” people, the “failed” people, the lost and 

confused people, to get too close to us.  Our lives may neither challenge them nor serve 

as a catalyst of any real transformation. 

There is, however, at least one category of people which the Kingdom must exclude- 

those who refuse its purpose, those who want to scatter and divide and create their own 

little self-righteous in-group.  The Kingdom, in other words, must exclude exclusive 

people.  That’s why, it seems to me, when Jesus does talk  in terms of an exclusion 

clause, he almost invariably is referring to those on like the scribes, Pharisees, 

Sadducees and priests, who think they are on the inside track, but who actually are 

outside the Kingdom. 

Why is all of this talk about insiders and outsiders, about boundaries, about inclusion 

and exclusion, so important?  The implications for Christian life, I think, are varied and 

immense.   And there are at least three things, it seems to me, that are of paramount 

importance for us in all of this 

1. It reminds us that God’s Kingdom is truly, as is emphasized in Eastern Christian 

theology, a Kingdom of love and mercy, a Kingdom with doors wide open- wide 

enough for you and for me.  When we think about this, it should make us grateful. 

2. It tells us that Jesus does not want us trying to take the job of the angels or the 

apostles or Christ at the Day of Judgment.  In other words, He doesn’t want us 
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judging, out-grouping, trying to sift, if only in our own minds, between wheat and 

chaff.  That sifting will happen one day, but it’s not our business to do. 

3. It should challenge us to ask ourselves how big our own hearts really are, how 

wide and broad our souls have become through our life in the Church.  And we 

need to be brutally honest with ourselves and look to see whether religion has 

shriveled our hearts, closed them in, hardened them with spiritual callouses, or 

whether it has made us an open, welcoming, receptive People of God with hearts 

big enough to receive the weak, the foolish, the sinful, the less than perfect.  How 

close to God have we really become? 

“And I say to you that many will come from east and west, and sit down 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 
But the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness. There will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
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