Come to the Feast - Isaiah 25:6-9

Dear Christian friends.  You don't hear a lot of talk about banquets or feasts do you. In these days of microwaved meals, who has the time to sit down and eat a lavish meal-much less actually prepare one? In these calorie-conscious, cholesterol-conscious times, the thought of eating a big juicy steak or a skillfully made chocolate éclair makes some people want to run for the nearest package of rice cakes.  And there's nothing wrong with being health-conscious. But this morning I want you to remember a time when you ate without thinking about such things, a time when people went to great lengths to prepare such meals.

You can't miss seeing a feast in the words of our text. God says that he's going to "prepare a feast of rich food…a banquet of aged wines-the best of meats and the finest of wines." What a spread this is going to be! First, let's take note of where this banquet will be. God says, "On this mountain the Lord Almighty will prepare a feast." In the last verse of the previous chapter, God says, "The Lord Almighty will reign on Mount Zion." Now Mount Zion sometimes means the city of Jerusalem, because Zion was one of the hills on which Jerusalem was built. Quite frequently, however, Zion refers to heaven.

        How about having a feast in heaven, though? What would that be like?  It won’t be like those buffets you go to where there is a wide variety of food, but a lot of it's cold, and they always seem to be out of the more expensive foods, but they'll let you eat broccoli until it's coming out your ears. No, this feast God has prepared in heaven will be of the highest quality.  Andi it’s not going to be something of which we get sick of, something that eventually begins to show its downside, its cracks and its flaws.  And it won't be one of those buffets which causes you to forget your worries temporarily, but all the time they're tucked away somewhere in your mind, ready to come out at any moment. No, for our reading says, "The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces." In other words, while earthly banquets sometimes make us forget our sorrows and worries and problems for a time, this banquet will not only make us forget our sorrows, but it will even take them away.

        Still, there is something rather important to be considered when it comes to feasts, isn't there? Maybe you've had the experience in your younger days of taking the person you were dating to a new fancy restaurant. When you walked in the door and smells and the sights and the atmosphere told you that a feast awaited you. But before you sit down, put your napkin on your lap, and picked up your knife and fork, you may have done something else, right?  If you are like me, you may have checked the menu-specifically, the right side of the menu-to see if you could afford it. So, the question we obviously need to ask when we consider the feast of heaven is, "Who's going to pay for this?"  Sure, God is the host, the chef, as it were. Sure, he's a fantastic chef, the food will be outstanding, and we will never tire of it. But someone still has to pay for it.

We know that the doors of heaven are open to everyone. But unless you have dressed properly, you can forget about getting in. Once again, we are reminded of that in the gospel lesson for this morning. Don't walk up to Sunday brunch at the Ritz-Carlton wearing your flip-flops, your baggy shorts, and the T-shirt you wear when you change the oil in your car. God makes it clear that you had better be dressed spotlessly. Jesus said, "Be perfect." (Matthew 5:48)  So unless you can walk up to the door and tell God that you have never sinned, that you have never started a sentence by saying, "You know, I probably shouldn't be telling you this, but did you hear about…", unless you can walk up to the door and show God that you have never used his name for anything but to pray to him and to worship him, unless you can walk up to the door and tell God that you have always obeyed your parents, always obeyed your teachers, always obeyed your government (all of its laws)-unless you can do those things, you can forget about getting in.  There isn't a one of us here this morning who can point to our own lives as evidence that we should be seated at the feast.  

So, how much are you willing to pay for a feast prepared by God-for "the best of meats and the finest of wines"? $29.95?  Did I mention that you'll be seated with people like Peter and Paul and Martin Luther? Now how much would you pay? $999.95?  What if you were guaranteed that being at this feast would "remove your disgrace" and wipe away all the hurts from the times when people called you clueless and too much of a loser to be "in the know?" What if attendance at such a feast would allow you to-in fact, even give you the right to-hold your head high? What if being at that feast meant that not only would every tear be wiped from your eye, but that death itself would be "swallowed up" forever.  Would you fork over $10,000 for such a food, such a host, such prestige, such happiness?

        When we consider all that will be the banquet feast of heaven, we end up saying, "You name it, God. You name me the price and I'll pay it.  Anything."  Well, you can forget about it.  God speaks in our reading of a "shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations." Picture it how you want. Picture the shroud that enfolds all peoples as a straitjacket that leaves us helpless, able to do nothing but wish we could get into the feast.  Picture the sheet that covers all nations as something similar to that curtain that separates first class from coach class on an airplane-it lets us know that something very good is up there-the best of airline meats and the finest of wines-but it also lets us know that we aren't going to enjoy it. Picture it however you want, that shroud of sin and guilt and death are a price we cannot pay.

But the Lamb can. "Lamb" sounds more like something that we would have inside the feast than something that would get us in. But when Jesus, that perfect lamb of God, obeyed God perfectly in our place, he made us new people.  He made us perfect. He removed that sheet, that curtain of sin that separated us from God. And when he died on the cross and rose again, he destroyed, shredded that shroud of death that enfolded us.  God has prepared a feast for us, Jesus himself has told us that he was going to prepare a place at the. What an incredible experience it will be to sit down at that feast, saying, "Surely this is our God; we trusted in him, and he saved us. This is the Lord, we trusted in him; let us rejoice and be glad in his salvation."  But you know what? We don't have to think and talk of this exceptional feast with words like "will" and "shall" because we can really begin enjoying it right now.

How can that be? Well, it's like going to the Easter sunrise service at a larger congregation. Even while the service is going on, you can enjoy some of the Easter breakfast, can't you? Because that smell is coming up the stairs from the basement and somehow filling the church-even overpowering the smell of the Easter lilies.  Or maybe it's like going to a nice dinner where the host has set out some appetizers. It's not the whole nine yards yet, but it sure gives you an idea of what it will be like.  That's what our life on earth is like.  God gives us happiness and joy in our families and friends, the nature around us, the rewards of a job well done, the sense of belonging to a congregation where we can all encourage each other.  And we can also find joy and happiness in knowing that God has a plan for us and will use us and make us valuable with whatever skills He’s blessed us.  No… it’s not heaven yet but it’s certainly a tase of what’s to come.   
How can we do that, though? Aren't there still tears in our eyes on occasion? Yes. But they are no longer tears of sorrow and fear over punishment for our sins.  Yes, difficult things still happen to us. In fact, we even may suffer disgrace sometimes because of our faith in Jesus. And yet it really doesn't matter so much, does it? Because we're already sampling the appetizers of forgiveness and peace with God, and we can smell the main course of seeing God face to face forever.  In fact, even when one of our loved ones dies believing in Christ, those tears of ours take on a partially festive color, don't they? Because while they are tears of sorrow for ourselves, because we will miss them, yet they are tears of joy in knowing that they have found their seat at God's banquet table, and they are tears of joy in knowing that soon we too shall be seated across from them. 

Can we be sure of this? Absolutely. Isaiah writes, "The Lord has spoken." In other words, these things are a done deal. Christians, the banquet has already started. It will only get better and it will never end. So come to the feast. Eat, drink, and be merry! Amen.

