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23rd Sunday after Pentecost
November 8, 2020

Matthew 25:1-13

Jesus said, “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their 
lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 
When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; but the wise took flasks of 
oil with their lamps. As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy and 
slept. But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to 
meet him.’ Then all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish said 
to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise replied, 
‘No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and 
buy some for yourselves.’ And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and 
those who were ready went with him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. 
Later the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, Lord, open to us.’ But he replied, 
‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day 
nor the hour.”

*

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight, O Lord my strength and my redeemer

I want to welcome you to this day – on the church calendar this is the 23rd day after 
Pentecost. And you remember what came just before Pentecost? Easter – and you 
know what comes right after Pentecost? Advent! I know we have all had a lot going on, 
but this feels like it snuck up on us this year, even if it is the same calendar as last year. 
We need to do what today’s Gospel calls us to do – “Keep awake therefore, for you 
know neither the day nor the hour.”

Or to use another phrase I have used often in preaching – pay attention. To focus 
specifically on the story of the Gospel, weddings can be an emotionally turbulent time. 
There is excitement, there are sometimes tears, there is that deep acknowledgment that 
things are changing, and they will never be the same again. In the midst of all of that, 
there is a need to tend to many details. All the emotional turmoil and you have to plan 
the seating chart, too! For many, the combination of anxiety, excitement, and the need 
to focus on detail is not an optimum combination, but weddings were perhaps simpler at 
the time of the writing of this Gospel story.

Lamps were needed to light the procession. All would participate in the procession as 
the bridegroom travels from the bridesmaid’s home to their new home. The wise 
bridesmaids brought extra flasks of oil for their lamps. For the sake of the story, the 
bridegroom represents the Messiah.
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It is offered in interpretation that the bridegroom being delayed represents the 
postponement of the pending end times. Due to the delay, and the need to wait, all of 
the bridesmaids “became drowsy and slept.”

While sleeping, there is a shout, “‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet 
him.”  The bridesmaids wake up and trim their lamps to keep the light bright and 
consistent. The foolish then, realizing they are unprepared, and the wise to share their 
oil. They say no – claiming there will not be enough for all of them, and suggesting “you 
had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.”

I don’t know this for a biblical or contextual fact, but I have always assumed there was 
not much in the way of 24-hour shops then who sold oil. 

They go out to find oil, the bridegroom arrives, and the wise proceed with him to the 
wedding banquet and the door was shut.

Later the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, Lord, open to us.’ But he replied, 
‘Truly I tell you I do not know you.’ Commentary suggests that this seemingly unfair 
response is a judgment on the individuals, but it is not addressing the matter of 
preparedness – the primary focus of the rest of this story.

In a broad sense, this rather apocalyptic story is believed to have been meant to teach 
the community not to lose hope or patience, and to stay prepared. Jesus final words of 
“Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.” This seems to 
address that idea head-on.”

Because, if you think about it for a moment, part of staying prepared is also to have 
patience. If you are prepared, there is a sense there that something is coming. What 
that thing is can vary – in the Gospel they are being patient for the coming of the 
Messiah. In our case today, perhaps it is being patient for a solution to the virus 
issue.  As I am writing this, we are all still being patient for the results of the election but 
pay attention. These things are coming. (Of course, now we have the election results – 
more on that later) Because we have faith, we wait and pay attention, with hopefully the 
same faith and assurance that all these things are coming.

As Jesus offers, though, we don’t know the day or the hour. Perhaps this will all happen 
in God’s time, but most likely not our time or schedule. The Jewish people waited for the 
Messiah for generations – because they had faith.

To wait patiently is harder some days than others. Kim still laughs at me for the day we 
were hurrying to go somewhere and stopped at a drive-through to get something to eat 
on route. (Quick and easy, right?) I got asked the now legendary question in our house 
“are you willing to wait two minutes for your sandwich?” Being the patient soul that I am, 
I said no and changed my order.

Can we have faith and be patient with what is coming? Or will we go through life not 
being willing to wait two minutes for what we seek? In the Gospel story, the bridesmaids 
fell asleep while waiting, then realize d they needed oil. When they went out to try to 
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hurry and prepare, the bridegroom does not acknowledge them. We hear “Lord, Lord, 
open to us.’ But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you I do not know you.’”

They are hard questions, really. Will we be prepared? Can we be patient? Will we pay 
attention? And can we do this in faith?

There is an old spiritual written around this story. The song is called “Keep your lamps 
trimmed and burning”. 

In it, we hear “keep your lamps trimmed and burning, oh, see what the Lord has 
done”.  Then it’s “Sister don't get worried For the work is almost done”. Other verses ask 
that brother not get worried, and elder did not get worried – but it comes back to the 
same point. See what the Lord has done and the work is almost done.

So I ask that you keep your lamp trimmed and burning. Pay attention and see what the 
Lord has done.

And about that election that we were waiting on. Yes, now we know the results. Some 
are crushed, some are excited. I ask that in the days to come, you do what you can to 
remember that both candidates are children of God, and would be welcome at the 
table.  And we have a president, yes, but in this divided country we live in, the work isn’t 
really almost done - the work is just beginning. 

Keep your lamps trimmed and burning.

Amen.


