Sleepers Awake!

A zermon preached by Ted Atkinzon, IMinistex, Oxford Fresbyterisn Church, Oxford, PA on the 2314 Sunday
after Pentecoat, November 7, 1993, Scripture Lessons: Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-25; Matthew 25:1-13.

IN THE MANE OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. AHEN.

I've been to many weddings in my life time but I've never seen any guests
locked out for arriving late. We sing, "Get me to the church on time” because
arriving late for a wedding is fairly common. I'm often agked to delay the
ceremony becanse Aunt Hilda or Uncle Harry haven't arrived yet. Butin today’s
Gospel lesson the bridesmaids are locked out of the ceremony because they get
theielate. "And while they went to buy (the cif}, 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™

Hote the {inality of it all The bridegroom comes at midnight. the dead of mght
- and the darkness casts its pall over the whole story. Those wha are ready go in
with him, and the door is shut. And when the other guests arrive at the door,
having replenished the oil in their lamps, the lord of the banquet not only denies
them entrance: he also denies that he even knows them. Nothing could be mm e
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os< ot Fltsy Matthew the Evangelist has given us here, isn’t so much a wedding story
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as a judgment story. No celebrations! Not even a bride is mentioned. Only the
delay of the bridegroom, his coming at midnight {the time of judgment) and the
consequence of his coming - separation! A division into two groups: the five wise

pridesmaids who go in to the wedding feast, and the five foolish maidens who are
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So why does Matthew tell this story of Jesus? What's he trying to say? Hes

Matthew-is-net-all-"good-news”. Matthew was writing his Gospel in critical times.
Most scholars believe that he wrote it about 70 years after the birth of Christ, or,
about 40 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. Forty years had passed
since Jesus ascended into heaven. A generation of Christians had been born and
died. B;&\;s« christians who coxilg“’r‘;;nerxlber whet fesus had walked the earth and
healed the Qxﬂ(,galﬂ' e\:;}‘:fectﬁd Jesus to come back within their lifetime to establish
his kingdom. Most of the people who had known Jesus before his death and
resurrectim&:dhpassed from the scene. They'd died. Their hope for the
establishiment of the kKingdom of God hado't been Mulfilled. They prayed, "Thy
kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” but instead of the
kingdom coming, pesecention=and death came.

Momentous historical events had alse occurred. Jerusalem had fallen to the
Romans and been sacked and burned. The temple in Jerusalem had been
destroyed. Not one stone was left laying upon another. Jews and Christians living
in Palestine had suffered great persecution and deprivation. The end of the world
must be near and Jesus would return and set things straight. But he didn't come.

The years passed. Those who knew Jesus in the flesh died. Matthew's little

Palestinian church felt the preseure of disappointment and despair. Some were
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leaving the church and falling away from Christ.

So- Matthew writes his Gospel to warn his congregation. Beingarettzenof-the

Christians must be prepared if Christ’s return is delayed still further. The foclish
Christian expects Jesus to return soon and at an expected time. 50 sure is the
foolish Lhnctlan of the immediate réturn of Jesus that they aren’t prepared for the
Thi it Ttae oo, e lios e e, coccbv iy
long haul' When persecution comes, they give in. And so they, gre locked out of
the joy of dining in the kingdom of God. The wise Christian, however, is prepared
for a long wait. The wise Christian isn’t surprised when things get darker and
darker and grow worse and worse. The wise Christian believes that Christ will
return but is prepared for the long haul. The wise Christian deesn’t expect
everything to be joy and happiness and light. The wise Christian prepares for dark
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radicaily different. P 1 emphasizes the grace of God. Matthew emphasizes good

v
works. Paul talks about Cheistians being “in Christ’. Matthew talks about following
e
Christ. Emfl sees Jesus as the M\fillment of the law. Matthew describes Jesus as

the giver of a new and weightier 1a
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sometimes the emphasis of Paul . his emphasis on God’s 2race given to us

frecly . encouragesus to deny our own responsibility. "We're helpless sinners, but

e Gospel of Matthew. h f, we hear Jesus
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God is gracious to sinners”

issuing radical demands for obedience g fﬁ-verything to follow me... you must
-/
be perfect as your father inv__r;eavﬁ is perfect. . if right hand offends you, cut

it off. Jesus calls/{gr/fefciical obedience in the Gospel of Matthew™~For Matthew,
radical/gbe’di/ence to the word of Christ is what is required of citizens of the

ﬁg@iom of heaven. The parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids tell us what's
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1'equired»\,-:>\f the citizens of the kingdotn of heaven. L

First, the ciizen of heaven chooses between two ways: the way of the wise and

the way of the foolish. Matthew talks about these two ways throughout his gospel.
He talks about the broa y that leads to destruction and the narrow way that

leads to life. He talks about thiswise fnan who budlt his house on a rock, and the

foolish man who built his house on sand. And in our Gospel lesson for this morning

he tells us about the foolish maidens who UsQK their lamps but forgot their oil, and
the wise mav_i,deﬁ's whose lamps were well suppliad with oil. So there’s a choice to
be made, a decision that has to be taken.

- Within the church today there are wise and foolish men and women . Wisdom
has nothing to do with how well educated you are. Wisdom has nothing to do with
how smart you are. Wisdom is more like commen sense. Wisdom has to do with
making wise choices.” Highly intelligent and well educated men and women as well

as poorly educated people can make foolish choices that ruin the rest of their lives.
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As we're all faced with momentous choices in our lives, the wise Christian seei§to
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make choices in the light of elernidy; not in the light of what is expedient in the

present.

As Christians, we're faced with many momentous decisions: what high school
courses should I take? Should I enter the service after high school or should I go
to college or a trade schoel? Should I just try to fing a job somewhere? Who
chould I marry? Does God even what me to be married? What is the wise
decisions to make concerning my health; should I, or should I not, take the
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chemotherapy of undergo the surgery? The chiurch jga place where God’s people
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In his Gospel, Matthew tells us, that the
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wise fersof is the one who doesn’t just hear the waords of Jesus, bul doss thetn.
The foolish person isthe hypocrite; the oneswho hears the words of Jesus aswd bo 1
doesn’t do them. The foolish person simply offers sacrifices to God, the wise person
show metcy as well. The foolish person is satisfied with a ritnal kind of purity like
not smoking, not swearing, not drinking alcohol. The wise person, on the other
hand, is concerned about more; about purity of heart. The foolish person @y
tithes but the wise person seeks justice as well. .

Isn't the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids realistic? Isn'i,;\ true to life
as we know it. We live in a world where foolish choices carry with them life-long
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woes. If we make foolish choices with the environment, wagst our ¢il and other
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natural resoueces, there could come a day when the damage can’t be undone. A
foolish choices int the way we express our sexuality of in our choice of a spouse ¢an
result in deep sadness and loss. Foolish choices we make in life follow us to the
grave.
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The parable ¢

H contains a warning.
Keop awake, for you know not the day or the hour.

1=t g pray: O God, your bileszed Son came into the world that he might destroy the works of evil and
make ez children of God snd heire of eternal life. Grant that, having this hope, we may purify oursslves gz
he iz pure; that, when he comesg sgain with power and great glory, we may be made like hitm in hig eternal and
ginriong kingdom; where he lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, forever and ever. Amen.
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