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Texts: Amos 5:18-24, Psalm 70; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Matthew 25:1-13 

 

Each of those ten young women thought she was prepared.  They had all spent the 

day polishing the silver, setting the tables with festive linens, cooking and setting out trays 

of food, pouring the wine.  Everything was set and ready.  Just like downstairs, right, 

prepped and waiting for the Fall Feast to begin.  They closed the door to the dining room, 

lit their lamps and settled into couches to wait for the bridegroom.   

 And wait and wait.  The bridal party had only a few short blocks to walk from the 

bride’s house to the groom’s house.  But where were they?  Maybe the delay meant that 

there had been a sticking point to negotiate between the two families.  Maybe they had just 

gotten to talking and didn’t realize how late it was.  Ten young women got bored from 

waiting and dozed off.  When the shout finally came that the bridegroom was on his way, it 

was late.  Everyone woke up and hurried out to meet the wedding party.  But then they 

made an unfortunate discovery: their lamps were going out.  And at that moment they 

realized that five of them hadn’t brought along any extra oil.   

 So a desperate conversation began:  Give us some of your oil.”  “No, there is not 

enough for all of us.  You had better go out and buy some more.  Hurry!”  Five young 

women ran to the all-night convenience store. 

 In the excitement of welcoming the groom back to his house, everyone forgot that 

five of the bridesmaids weren’t back yet.  Everyone was hungry – it was midnight by that 

point – and they settled into the wedding banquet.  And then came a knock at the door.  

The bridegroom himself went to see who it was.  Five young women stood at the door, 

flushed breathless from running back from the store. “Lord, Lord, open to us,” they said.  
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But the bridegroom’s reply was not at all what they expected.  “Who are you? I don’t know 

you.”  And with that, he slammed the door shut.  

 This story from the 25
th

 chapter of Matthew comes to us at the end of the church 

year.  This week and next week and the week after, we will hear three unsettling stories 

that Jesus told to illustrate the end times.  Stories of division.  Stories of separation.  Stories 

of people who thought they were doing the right thing, but had the door slammed shut on 

them. 

 It makes sense that as the days get shorter and the nights get longer, we hear a story 

that has to do with lamps and light and encroaching darkness.  Because living as we do in 

North America, in towns and cities and in wealth, don’t really ever experience total 

darkness.  Not even here, where it is as dark as anyplace in the countryside around us.  

There is light all around us, even at midnight.  There are streetlights or security lights 

outside our bedroom windows.  There is the nightlight in the bathroom, the glowing clock 

radio on your dresser.  There is even the flickering blue light of the internet router.  We 

reassure ourselves that we are safe.  We are connected.  We are prepared. 

 We want to think of ourselves as those ten bridesmaids thought of themselves.  We 

want to think that we have everything we need.  We stock up on bread and canned soup 

and extra batteries when the weatherman forecasts a snowstorm. We open mutual fund 

accounts and invest in stocks, and expect that our accumulation will see us through our 

retirement.  We search out the best schooling that money can buy for our children, because 

we believe that a college education is the ticket to success.   

 We want to think of ourselves as the wise young women who brought enough oil to 

last the night.  But deep down, we are afraid that we are more like the foolish young 
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women.  We fear that we haven’t prepared enough.  We haven’t prayed enough. We 

haven’t loved our neighbor enough.  We haven’t gone to church every Sunday.  We haven’t 

volunteered enough.  We fear that Jesus, the bridegroom, will slam the door shut. 

 The Christians of Thessalonica were in great distress.  They thought that they were 

prepared for the day when Jesus would return.  They had received the gospel in power and 

in the Holy Spirit with full conviction.  They had turned from idols to serve the living God.  

They had faced persecution.  They had been convinced, assured, that Jesus would come 

soon – very soon!  But it hadn’t happened.  Jesus hadn’t come.  And now some members of 

their church had died.  Those who were left were afraid that the door had been slammed 

shut, that their dead friends and loved ones would be left out.   

 I want to be clear, here.  These verses from 1 Thessalonians are used by some 

Christians to prove that a 19
th

 century concept called the “rapture” is found in the Bible.  

But Paul is not talking here about a moment where some small group of “true believers” 

will be snatched up to heaven and everyone else will be left on earth to suffer.  Paul is 

talking about the end of time, the end of days, the day of the Lord’s final coming, the day 

when we will all be reunited with Christ and with those whom we love. 

 Paul wrote to this anguished church to comfort them:  those who have died, he 

writes, and those who are alive will be together with the Lord.  Do not grieve, he writes, as 

those others do who have no hope.  This is the promise we have been given. Since we believe 

that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him even those 

who have died.  We who are in Christ will be with the Lord forever. 

 Paul’s message of promise and comfort is still true.  We still live in the space 

between two certainties:  the certainty that Jesus died and rose again, and the certainty 
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that through Jesus, we will be with the Lord forever.  We live in the space between the 

already and the not yet, the space between the kingdom that has been established and the 

one that is yet to come.  We live in the sure and lasting hope of the resurrection.  We live in 

the secure knowledge that the bridegroom is on his way. 

 We live in the space of hope.    

 The African slaves who first sang the spirituals knew this space of hope well.  For 

them, it was narrow indeed, a space between the violence and degradation of their bondage 

and the certainty that they were free in Christ.  They knew that Jesus had suffered on the 

cross.  They knew that he was present in their own suffering.  They expressed confidence 

that their freedom was real.  Their hope comes down to us in the words of their songs:  

Children, don’t get weary.  Keep your lamps trimmed and burning.  There is work to be 

done.  The Lord is coming soon. 

 In the busy-ness and stress of our lives, in our worry that we are not prepared for 

the Lord, we, too are called to live in the space of hope.  It is the space in between our 

beginning and our ending, the space in between the day we were washed in the water of 

baptism and the day when we will be washed in the blood of the Lamb.  It is the space in 

which we know that God has a purpose for our lives.  It is the space in which we learn to 

trust God’s promises, the space in which we learn that our lives are different.  It is the 

space in which we find God’s grace. 

Jesus Christ is right here with us in this space of hope.  Each time we work for 

justice, we testify to the presence of Christ.  Each time we bear each other’s burdens, we 

testify to the presence of Christ.  Each time we advocate for the poor, or reach out to those 
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who have no friends, or work to make this world that God loves a better place, we testify to 

the presence of the Risen Christ.   

 And every time that we gather to worship, we, too, occupy the space of hope.  Here 

we experience Christ the living Word of scripture, Christ the living water of the font, 

Christ who offers his own body and blood in the bread and wine.  Here we find the lamps 

lit, the table ready.  Here Christ offers himself to us.  Here we experience a foretaste of the 

wedding feast.  Here we can live in the assurance that the door is open and will not be 

slammed in our faces.  Here we find that all is prepared.  Here we wait for the bridegroom, 

sure and certain in the hope that we will be with the Lord forever. 


