Neither the Day nor the Hour!

Psalm 67, Matthew 25:1-13 November 26, 2000

It may take longer than we think. It may take longer than we think for Jesus to return. It
may take longer than we think for the kingdom of heaven to be established. It may take longer
than we think for God to finish his work with us. All of this may take longer than we have ever
imagined. We might think that the end is just around the corner. We might think that this old
world cannot last much longer. But it may take a long time to wrap things up here.

That is what the parable of the wise and foolish maidens tells us. This may sound peculiar
to us. We usually think of the Bible telling us to be ready at any moment, to be ready now,
because the end will come when you do not expect it. And the Bible does tell us that. That is
what Matthew 24 is about. The reality that the world will end gives an urgency to the gospel. But
today’s reading takes us a step farther. Not only are we to be prepared for the end to come at any
moment. We are also to be prepared for it to be delayed longer than we had imagined. The gospel
does bring an urgent call for repentance; it also brings us an encouragement to have faith for the
long haul. This is what today’s reading is about: faith that goes beyond initial enthusiasm, faith
that endures the long dark night, faith that perseveres through all the tests, faith that abides for a
lifetime, faith that is prepared for the duration.

This parable does not say why the bridegroom, who should have come around supper
time, was delayed until after midnight. This parable does not pretend to tell us why Jesus has not
returned. The first century Christians who suffered under the Roman Empire must have
wondered. Twentieth century Christians, who have seen massive evil unleashed in the world, still
wonder. Yet here we find that Jesus anticipated our impatience. He realized that we are
shortsighted. He knew that after our initial burst of faith and energy we would be tempted to turn
aside. So he teaches us about faith for the long haul, long enough to last until the end.

It would be foolish to go only part way, then fail. It would be foolish to praise God in the
good times and curse God in the bad times. It would be foolish to start well and finish poorly. It
would be foolish to have faith in God and in his Christ and then turn back to the darkness. It
would be foolish to start out relying on God’s sheer grace and mercy and then decide to try to
make it on our own. It would be foolish to receive the forgiveness of our sin and then abandon
that in pursuit of something else. It would be foolish to think that we needed God’s care only for
a little while, like children, and that then we could live by our own strength, goodness, wits, and
virtues.

If all this is foolish, what is wise? Jesus says its wise to be prepared for the long haul. It is
wise to look beyond the needs of the moment to the needs for a lifetime and for eternity. Do you
think that we could find all the meaning, purpose, security, and direction that we need for life in
ourselves? I do not believe that. Life is inherently insecure. The only true security comes from
God, not from our efforts. Life has to mean a lot more than what meaning I can give to it. Any
direction and purpose originating from within is inadequate for charting the course life. We need
direction, purpose, meaning, and security from outside and beyond us. God picks up the broken
pieces of our lives and puts them back together again. They might not be put back the way they
were. God might rearrange us into something better. This is where grace and faith come in. Grace
has to do with the gifts God gives us even though we do not deserve them. Faith has to do with
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our confidence that God is good and that he is working things out for the good. This is the kind
of faith, Jesus says, that we would be wise to have for the long haul.

The wise maidens who bring more than enough oil for their lamps represent Christians of
long faith, faith which realizes that it cannot provide for itself but must trust in God for ample
provision. The foolish maidens who did not bring enough oil represent those people for whom
faith in God seems unnecessary, unhelpful, or strange, and who instead choose to rely upon
themselves, only too late discovering that they are unreliable. So, the ones who have made
adequate provision represent the ones who rely on the provision of God, while the one who have
not made adequate provision represent the ones who try to make it on their own. This parable
encourages us to have faith for the long haul, and it realizes that the faith that endures is not
something we accomplish ourselves. It is a gift.

This story tells us that the Lord is coming. He is coming to gather his own. It will be a
time of great joy, like a wedding. We do not know when it will be, and it may not be for a long
time yet, so we need to be prepared for that. Entrance into the marriage feast will be by grace,
through faith. The danger is that over the long haul we may tend to neglect grace and faith. This
is what we are warned against.

The parable of the wise and foolish maidens has implications for us today as individuals,
as a church, and as a nation. As individuals, we are encouraged to have faith for the long haul.
Christian life is more than the moment of conversion. That is just the beginning. It is an
important beginning, and necessary, but it is just the beginning. Christian experience is more than
forgiveness. Christian faith is more than enthusiasm. It is staying power for the long haul.
Enthusiasm is fine, as far as it goes. But it fluctuates, at best. The burst of enthusiasm we
sometimes see in new faith is wonderful. But we need the faith which abides and endures for the
long haul.

This means that we want to grow up in the faith. We want to seek maturity. We want to
put ourselves in a position to be nurtured in the faith. We do this in the reading, preaching, and
hearing of the gospel, we do this in worship, prayer, and the singing of hymns, and we do this in
our study of the word of God in our Sunday School classes.

There is something else going on here. Not only are we to move from the beginning of
faith into mature and abiding faith, but also we are to move from youth to what lies beyond
youth, perhaps to old age. Some of the temptations of youth are removed as we age. And yet,
there are new difficulties we face, and therefore new temptations. As life slows, pain increases,
and our bodies betray us, we are tempted to bitterness, faithlessness, and despair. Surely Jesus is
telling us, in today’s story, to hang in there for the long haul. Disease, decay, decline, and even
death do not undo the goodness of God toward us. They need not rob us of our faith.

What does this parable mean for the church? We are called to see things from a long
perspective and to live out of that perspective. We serve the one who is not only Lord of this
congregation, but Lord of the universe. We have come into the Christian church that is older than
any of its members. Given that perspective, we hope and pray, and so we work and give, that not
only the church universal but also this particular church will be here, active and faithful, long
after every one of us is gone.

Grace Covenant has entered a new phase of its life. Our lamps are burning brightly. We
rejoice in that. More people are worshiping here. More children are here. More people are
joining. There is more going on. Giving is strong. Our lamps are burning brightly. And this
brings us to a critical point. What do we do next? Do we slip into the darkness? Do we reject the
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gifts God has given us? Do we say that enough is enough, and turn the lamps down to a dull
glow? None of these is right. Our lamps are burning brightly now. And we want to keep them
burning brightly all through the night. We do not want what is happening now to fizzle out. We
do not want the excitement to die. We do not want the growth to slow down. We do not want to
see this time of light followed by a time of darkness. Instead, we want to extend this portion of
our history for the duration. We want to keep the faith for the long haul. We want to fight the
good fight. We want to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ. We want to bring more people here to
hear it. We want people to be committed to Jesus Christ and to his church. We want to love, care
for, visit, and pray with and for the people. We want to glorify God in our life together as a
church.

What does this parable mean for the nation? Society is declining and disintegrating. More
and more we are encouraged to be selfish. Less and less is there any interest in the common
good. If we continue like this, the lamps of our nation are going to burn out. We need, as a
society and as a nation, to look beyond the moment, to look beyond instant gratification, to look
beyond individual self-interest, and to seek the long perspective. We need to provide for the good
of our children’s children. We need to have faith and vision for the long haul. And so we as
Christians are called to move out beyond the walls of the church. We are to serve as an influence
in every sphere of life which we enter. It is not enough to come here and feel good about God and
Jesus. Let us be nurtured here, then take our faith and vision, our commitment to justice and
righteousness, back out into the world.

It may take longer than we think. It may take longer than we think for Jesus to return. It
may take longer than we think for the kingdom of heaven to be established. It may take longer
than we think for God to finish his work with us. All of this may take longer than we have ever
imagined. The parable of the wise and foolish maidens brings us encouragement to have faith
that goes beyond enthusiasm, faith that endures the long dark night, faith that perseveres through
all the tests, faith that abides for a lifetime, faith that is prepared for the duration. Jesus said, “the
bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the marriage feast; and the door
was shut.” Do we have faith for the long haul?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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