John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, Nov. 6, 2011 – Pentecost XXI
Text: Matthew 25:1-13

“Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”

Following the typical Jewish Marriage customs, a groom left his parents’ home with a group of his friends to go to the home of his bride, where the wedding ceremony itself would take place.  Following the wedding ceremony, the entire party would go in procession to the wedding banquet, normally at the home of the groom.  Often, the wedding feast was held at night.

The lamps carried by the bridesmaids here would have been “torch-like” vessels with rags soaked in oil, usually capable of burning for several hours – after which the oil would need to be replenished.  As Jesus indicated in this parable, 5 of the bridesmaids had brought extra oil with them, and 5 had not.
The bridegroom’s trip from the place where the wedding ceremony had taken place was typically not quick and direct.  And it was not unusual for those waiting for him to have little or no idea when he might arrive.  In the scenario Jesus gives us here, the long wait for the bridegroom resulted in these bridesmaids becoming drowsy, and falling asleep.  Then, at last, the one for whom they’d been waiting for so long – the bridegroom – finally appeared!

And we know the rest of the story.  The wise bridesmaids didn’t have enough oil to share with the foolish ones, who didn’t bring along extra oil.  So the ones without extra oil had to go and find a dealer who had some sell them.  They probably had to go and wake someone up, as it was late, and the marketplace wasn’t open.  So this took them even longer.

By the time the got back, the groom and his wedding party, and the other bridesmaids had already gone in, and the door was closed and locked.  And when they appealed to the groom to open the door and let them come in, his response was, “Truly I tell you, I do not know you.”  So they’re left out in the night, while everyone else – those who were prepared – joined in the celebration and feast with the bride and the groom.
Jesus continues his theme of “watchfulness” in today’s lesson.  His warning that we must be prepared – be ready – at all times … because the time of the coming of the Son of Man is known to no one!!
Actually, this is the last in a series of exhortations by Jesus for folks to be watchful for the coming of the Messiah.  The others include his return being likened to a fig tree in full bloom, denoting the season of his return.  Or as in the days of Noah, who had folks all around him eating and drinking, and going on with life, as if they had forever to “do their own thing,” with no thought for tomorrow.  

Then he compares the Messiah’s return as being like the coming of “a thief in the night” – the householder neither expecting him, nor being prepared for his intrusion.  And then like the Master, who returns and finds his faithful servant at work, and others just hanging out and getting into trouble.  And then finally, our lesson today, about the ten bridesmaids. 
Along with the fact that none of us knows just when our Lord will return – neither do we know exactly how many days we have on this earth, and in this mortal life!  Oh, we have actuarial tables, which insurance companies use, that give us an idea of the average life expectancy of a man or a woman, in our day & time – taking into account certain factors & risks.   And guys, if you’re not already aware of this, statistics indicate that women outlive men by an average of about 7 years … so we really need to be ready!!
Of course, we can consider our family history, and look at how long our parents and grand parents lived – unless, of course they’re still living!  But none of us has any guarantees that we won’t have something happen in our own lives – a fatal accident (hopefully not involving a motorcycle!), a  that diagnosis of an unexpected terminal illness, or a first )and last) heart attack! … Any of which would change what you and I may have counted on … in just a moment of time!
You may have heard the advice before that we should “live as though Jesus is coming back today; and plan as though he’s not coming back for a hundred years!”

We might change this a little to “live as if you might be going home to be with Jesus today; and plan as if you’ll have a long & full life before you finally do go to meet him!”

Christians in the early Church believed Christ’s return would be any day.  In fact, most of Paul’s earlier writings point to this as his understanding as well.  But then time passed, and the Messiah didn’t return within their lifetime, as they had expected.
And now, 2,000 years later, we, as the Church, tend to pretty much dismiss the idea of Christ’s return within our lifetime, or within the foreseeable future.  And along with this really, really long-term view regarding our Lord’s return, we get comfortable, and we tend to assure ourselves that there’s always tomorrow.  We “fall asleep,” much as the bridesmaids did.

Because, you see, our mindset tends to be that there will always be time in the future to do something for the Kingdom of God, and to prepare for Christ’s return.  

Our Assembly of God pastor in Tampa told the story of how he offered the invitation for folks to accept Christ at the close of this one service (as he always did).  There was a young couple visiting that morning, and when Pastor Matheny asked them if they wanted to pray to receive Jesus, they told him they weren’t ready yet.  Unfortunately, on the way home from Church that evening, this couple was involved in a fatal head-on collision – they didn’t make it to see tomorrow … which they had fully expected they would at their young age!
There’s plenty of time left to change the way we live!  There’s always tomorrow to devote myself to living as a disciple of Jesus!  

But the words of Jesus in today’s lesson warn us otherwise, don’t they?  They remind us that there will, in fact, come a day when we have no tomorrow!!

The song I sang with our children this morning is a simple song – a song probably many of us remember from Sunday school, when we were growing up – “Give me oil in my lamp to keep me burning …” But even though we think of this a s a “kids’ song” – it has within it the very essence of that prayer we all need to continually pray, in light of today’s lesson!  Amen?!  

So – how do you and I prepare for Christ’s return?   God’s Word tells us he’s coming back some day, we say it in the Creed, and the words of our Eucharistic prayer affirm it as truth … so how do we go about being ready?!

Do we sell all we own?  Do we cash in our life insurance policies?  Do we quit our jobs … and then just sit back and wait for the “bridegroom” – wait for Jesus?
Or do you and I continue doing many of the things we’ve always done – but measure the eternal value of all that we do?  Reaching out to the lost and the needy.  Teaching or children and young people what it means to know, to love, and to serve Jesus.  Modeling the behavior of Jesus, and living our own lives as his disciples.  And striving together for St. Barnabas to become the Church God is calling us to be – the one we have the Spirit-led, Spirit-empowered potential to be!!
In our lesson today, as the waiting begins, there’s no difference between the wise bridesmaids and the foolish ones.  There’s still no difference as the coming of the bridegroom is delayed.  There’s no difference as they all fall asleep.  The difference is evident, though. When the bridegroom finally arrives, and it’s time for the celebration to begin … 5 are ready, and 5 are not – 5 are unprepared! 

Have I prepared to meet Jesus, at any time, by asking him into my heart & life as my Savior, & as my Lord?  And if I’ve already taken this step, am I living daily for him, and follow his leading – in every area of my life?  Am I always willing to share the difference he has made in my life, as the Holy Spirit leads me, with others?  And have I committed my time, my talents, and my treasure towards however he might be calling me to partner with him in furthering his Kingdom?

Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father – Father of the Bridegroom – the one whose coming we all await … help us to always be ready – with extra oil, and our lamps trimmed – so we won’t miss out on that “eternal celebration” that we all know it’s your will for everyone to join in.  If any of us have not yet done so, may we make the greatest preparation – the absolutely essential preparation of inviting the Bridegroom – your Son, Jesus Christ – to be our Savior, and our Lord.  May the entirety of our lives be devoted & dedicated to “preparing” for your coming – whenever that might be!  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen!!
