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Pentecost 23 “Keep Watch!” Matt 25 13 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

you, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

The apostles of the early church often spoke as though they expected the end of the 

world to happen immediately. It appears that Paul’s first correspondence, with the 

church in Thessalonica, dealt with the fact that his preaching had led some of them 

to believe that the end was so immanent that it really wasn’t worth going to work 

this morning. 

Of course, by now you are thinking about this and remembering that there is a 

whole strand of Religious expression in North America which is intensely focused 

on the end of the world. But I want you to take a second look at that. Yes, it is 

good to be focused on the end of the world, but the Bible takes a very different 

approach from what they often do. The Bible does not seek to make people afraid 

through its preaching of the end. The Biblical authors and Jesus himself repeatedly 

speak to people who are afraid and so they are not about to make them more 

afraid. In fact, they try to ease their fears. In Paul’s excellent letter to the 

Thessalonians, he was dialing down the fear. He and other apocalyptic sections of 

the NT name the things of which the people are afraid, it is true, but then, they 

always go on to point out that God shall do something about it. We often miss that 

part.  

The essence of the message of Christianity is not the popular picture of a prophet, 

holding the sign that reads, “Repent, the end is in sight!”  The Christian’s sign 

board, if he would ever actually carry such a thing, would most likely read, 

“Repent, the kingdom of God is at hand.” But the kingdom is not only a judgment 

pronounced upon the sins of this world, but it is also the application of the 

salvation which Christ won on a cross upon those very sins. We are mistaken, if we 

look forward to the destruction of the unbelievers, gloating as they are herded into 

some great descending escalator, surrounded by smoke and sulfurous stench at the 

end of time. The end times vision for Christians is not moved by some fear of 

tribulation, but it is moved by the joy of seeing their Jesus, welcoming and loving 

them and all who are marked by his cross. The day of Christ return moves us to 

love our neighbor.  
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The Gospel lesson for today concerns how we should prepare for these days, the 

end times. It is the time when, at the end of it, Jesus leads this bride, His Church, 

home. The biblical imagery of Jesus as the bridegroom is rooted in the Middle 

Eastern wedding. At the time of Jesus, it seems to have been the case that many 

men were considerably older than their brides because they needed to have a home 

established before they could marry. Girls were usually married soon after they 

reached puberty, but men were expected to have amassed enough resources to have 

a career, a business, a home, some means of support and a place for them to live. 

The idea of a man marrying his bride without those things already established was 

not thinkable for the folks at Jesus’ time. So, for the bridegroom this was a day for 

which he had long waited. The bride in that situation was probably more than a 

little afraid. You can imagine, she was likely a girl of 14-18 years old, being led 

from her parent’s home to be the bride of a man whom she might not have known 

all that well.  

The Middle Eastern wedding festival was an event which was designed to give 

expression to the joy and to set the hearts of the participants at ease about what was 

going on. There was much in these festivals which we would probably have 

perceived as sexist and demeaning to women. But there were also moments where 

the community acknowledged her and held her up in some amazing ways. The 

bride was surrounded by friends who were there to encourage her and support her. 

Today, as we come to this Gospel lesson, we see Jesus speak of one of those 

support structures that were there to give expression to the joy of the moment and 

to support and encourage the bride. We will hear the parable of the ten virgins.  

In today’s parable, half of the virgins are foolish, they have not brought enough oil 

for their lamps. Their wise compatriots are not foolishly generous, they send them 

off to get more. But, while they are out haggling in the market for oil, the 

bridegroom comes, the party begins and this, being a private affair and not a public 

reception, the foolish virgins are excluded. The moment for the lamp-lit procession 

with the bridegroom has passed.  

Jesus’ admonition to us is that we ought to watch, because, like the virgins, we do 

not know the hour when He will return. Presumably, watching would involve 

having a full stock of oil, but the question remains what is that oil? Is it simply the 

readiness of the Christian, or is it something specific like forgiveness or faith or 

what? 
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In the verses immediately before this Jesus has given us a few clues: He asks, 

“Who is the servant full of faith? And He answers that it will be the one who is 

doing what his master requires. John 6:28-29 records the following: Then they said 

to (Jesus), “What must we do, to be doing the works of God?” Jesus answered 

them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.” The 

word used to describe the servant as “faithful” is the same word used in the verses 

that say, He who believes (faiths) and is baptized will be saved (Mark 16:16) and 

he who believes (faiths) in the Son will have eternal life (John 3:36) and God so 

loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whoever believes (faiths) 

in Him should not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16.  

In the verses following today’s Gospel, we get the parable of the Talents, a rather 

similar sort of story to the little parable we just heard. These talents are neither 

riches or works, but rather the faith that God gives us in varying amounts through 

His Word and Sacraments. And the servants are rewarded for using this faith and 

investing it by coming back to Word and Sacrament rather than hiding it away and 

never using or investing it. This leads me to think that this parable is illustrating 

the same important point of the two parables which frame it. Matthew is a very 

careful arranger of Jesus’ material and this cannot be an accident. Faith is the gift 

He gives us that enables us to get His ultimate reward. This faith is the oil that gets 

us into the Wedding Feast of the Kingdom.  

Yes, the Day of the Lord draws near and there is judgment on that day. The Lord is 

holy and righteous and his perfection does not tolerate our sins. But God has not 

given us some impossible task. He has established a covenant of His grace, 

forgiveness, and love. We often neglect it because we do not really perceive His 

great love for us. Therefore, we have no love for our fellow man. And because we 

have not been willing to accept his mercy, we are merciless.  

This is why our worship grows cold. It becomes involved with how we do things 

and forgets that we have gathered in the presence of the Holy One who shows us 

His mercy. If we really believed that God came in gracious love to forgive our sins 

in Word and Sacrament, could we really hold a grudge against a neighbor, could 

we really argue about trivial things? The ill health of our congregations is not a 

sign of a poorly worded constitution or some failure of process and structure. The 

fact that our churches are not growing and too often fighting among themselves is 

a crisis of faith.  
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Distracted by the things of this world, and our own passions and conflicts, we lose 

sight of the mission to which we have been called. Our oil runs dry and we find 

ourselves unprepared for the arrival of the groom. The redeemed, and do remember 

Jesus has died for the whole lot of us, are not always comforted by our 

proclamation of the end. Too often we sound like moralizing prigs or raving 

preachers of apocalyptic doom as we compete with the plethora of other prophets: 

the media, the culture, and our politics. The simple message that the One Who is 

Coming is here now in Word and Sacrament, right here among us, to make us 

ready for that day. That message is simply overwhelmed. Our lamps look empty 

and there is no light to shine. 

We need a husband to care and protect us – without Jesus we are unable to call any 

place truly our home. He is the peace that passes our understanding and without 

Him we are always seeking but never finding, always longing and never fulfilled. 

Jesus is the husband of His Church! 

So, while the Lord has no toleration for our sins, He also is gracious and merciful. 

His justice is not compromised and his mercy abounds. Christ has taken our sins 

upon Himself and bestowed upon us the very righteousness which we have not 

earned. The returning Judge will not judge our lives, but His work. He shall look 

at his hands and feet and know that your life and my life is one for whom He died. 

He shall judge His own suffering to be enough.  

And thus, the covenant is in a constant state of renewal. Amos preached this and so 

did Jesus and Paul. God is not so interested in the fact of who you are right now. 

He loves you despite that. The essence of the covenant itself is that within it, He 

remakes and renews us. The fact that we have been negligent is not the real issue. 

The real issue is what He will do about it. As long as it is day, this is the day to 

repent and begin anew in him.  

“Take heart!” He says, “for I have overcome the world!” And “are not two 

sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from 

your Father” (Matthew 10:29). Fear not! You are worth more than many sparrows! 

This reality gives real life to our worship. We sing the hymns because we faith that 

they are true. Our confession is a statement of who we are and the absolution is a 

sweet message from Christ that our sins are included in the cross’s mercy. We are 

freed to join our voices with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven. 



5 
 

 

Our lives are suddenly lived in a new reality. The things which so angered us and 

worried us before, are not really worth all that. The things which we had resigned 

ourselves to accept because we could not change them, suddenly become the very 

enemies of our Lord, against which He fights and ultimately overcomes, things like 

death, hunger, disease, poverty, loneliness and despair. Just receive that which is 

given in Word in Sacrament, right here, right now. Faith in the Lord and see the 

things that He vanquishes for you, and you will see this world differently.  

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


