The High Cost Of Oil
Matthew 25:1-13
Preached by Rev Dr. Harry Cahill
Babcock Presbyterian Church
Sunday, November 9, 2008

This is definitely one of Jesus’ more unnervinggides. Ten young women are
chosen to be in the wedding party because of ihi@mate relationship with the bride
and groom. They were responsible for making theédivey go as smoothly as possible.
Unhappily half the wedding party violated that truusing embarrassment to both the
bride and groom, so the door to the banquet wasms&d shut in their faces after being
told, “Truly | never knew you.”

This isn’t a parable about Christ saving beliexaard damning non believers but a
parable about “chosen” people who wash out becafutbeir lack of commitment.

To make this parable really speak to us, it's tutlfw know the traditions
surrounding first century Jewish weddings. Theogrand his family would leave their
house under the cover of darkness and process twthe of the bride. Unlike weddings
today, there was no set time for the ceremonyfadh part of the fun was the element of
surprise with the groom showing up when least ebquecThat explains why the
bridesmaids fell asleep while waiting for the groom

This wedding custom most definitely draws from @ld Testament metaphor of
God being the groom and Israel his bride and thigation of the faithful to be ready for
God to reveal himself, especially since the Jewswa&eady waiting hundreds of years
for their long-expected Messiah.

Some might interpret the foolish maidens to repméethe Pharisees and Temple
Priests who fell asleep at the wheel when the Mésgiesus) finally did appear. But this
isn’t a parable about God throwing the Jews undeibus in favor of Christ’'s new,
emerging Church. That interpretation is completetgng and would only leave us
feeling smug and superior. Instead the two m&yemes of this parable are watchful
waiting and careful preparation. So many timesigésught his disciples to be alert and
ready because you never know when God will unexgieshow up. What do | mean
by “show up?” You can take it to mean many thir@ed showing up at your hour of
death or the Second Coming, both one time eventsheeld certainly be ready for; but
God often shows up in everyday events, like whanmeet someone in crisis, or you
encounter a situation that demands courage andisaciSince God is present and
available every minute of every day, the big quesis, when he finally does show up
will you be available so you can be used to makekimgdom become both near and real
and not just for yourself.

Only intentional watchful waiting makes you reddyseize any opportunity to be
and make the difference. Unfortunately waiting aradching are not necessarily fun
activities. Who likes waiting for anything? Waii is usually tedious and nerve
wracking. It seems most of life is spent in mirsdlgvaiting, be it in your doctor’s office,
for a bus, or for important news that will impacty life forever. Other times waiting
can be so boring you become lazy and fall asléeptthese foolish maidens.

That's why we need to wait for life to happen saene way kids wait for
Christmas to happen. Kids know Christmas is corbygvatching for the signs; stores
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in the malls put up decorations and grownups getting ready at home. They get
excited and caught up anticipating that wonder&y dnd when it finally comes, they're
ready.

| realize not everything we wait for is as funGtwristmas, but | am suggesting we
need a basic reorientation in our waiting habitsveadon’t end up left out like those
foolish bridesmaids.

Here it is: don'’t just watch and wait for thingshappen, watch and wait for God
to happen because God happens in every person getiamd every situation you
encounter. Sometimes it's obvious, most of theefiits not, but always God makes
himself known, so be alert.

How? Begin by realizing life is more than wheatiysee, hear and touch.
Develop your sixth sense by discovering your gpafipotential. Unfortunately spiritual
formation usually isn't at the top of our “to dast. We’re too busy gathering and
processing information that feeds our minds butowstsouls. As a result we're educated
intellectually, but spiritually illiterate.

So, being alert means being prepared and heresevthe preparation comes in.
The wise bridesmaids were wise because they didn’out of oil. Think about that.
When an oil lamp runs out of oil or better stilluyacar runs out of gas, you're in trouble.
That’s why you keep a close watch on the gas gandaemake regular stops at the gas
station.

Likewise, filling yourself up is not an option.o¥ have to do it yourself; no one
can do it for you, the hard lesson learned by tlodish bridesmaids.

You've heard Janet and me constantly encouragimgy keep up with your
spiritual disciplines. | wonder how many of uskpig a Bible or go on line to a daily
devotion site to read a scripture, a meditationapdayer. How many of us belong to a
Bible study or a prayer group so we can experist@ngth through numbers? Do you
do any of these things, or are you lazy?

Some might say the foolish bridesmaids’ root probleas laziness. And when lazy,
unprepared people are caught in the act what dodb® They expect you to bail them
out! You've known people like that. In school yHeegged to copy your homework, at
work they con you into covering for them, in a aiéed friendship you do all the heavy
lifting. But sooner or later someone will finayand up and say “no” and like the
foolish bridesmaids who had to run home for oiksh lazy people won't be back in time
for the party.

Back in the Middle Ages the monks identified oneisi particular that plagued their
communities. The Latin word they used is acedajwow it by the word sloth. Sloth is
apathy, putting off what God wants you to do beeaymi don’t care. It leads to the
absence of compassion and wasting your resourcssliish desires. You come to think
only about you, not your family, neighbor or cowerk Sloth corrupts the heart and
cheapens life.

This | believe was the root sin of the foolish neaid. They were honored by their
friends to play a role in their wedding but becatlsy were lazy and let the bride down.
The other bridesmaids were wise if only becausg tined the foolish ones down flat,
because if they shared their oil, the whole celatmavould have been enveloped in
darkness.
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It would be easy to make this a fire and brimste@enon, scaring you into faith
in Christ. That, however, would be both unwise antlealthy. | know from personal
experience how damaging fear tactics can be. Etuldhood into my college years |
was afraid of God because | was taught in Sundagp@dsod was angry and vengeful.
Yes, Jesus spoke of hell and damnation many timekéalso preached the good news
of forgiveness and grace. Yes, be aware of theaguences of spiritual sloth, but be
doubly aware of the Gospel of the second chance.

Christ invites us to join him in the great celdlma of life and to know the depths
of his love. God calls us all to be his friendsl @mtrusts us with the sacred
responsibility to do our part to make the celelratyo as smoothly as possible. So fill
your lamps and keep them full, for the bridegro@hrist, is very near. Be alert, be
prepared and when he shows you will not only bdye¢a welcome him, you also will be
ready to light the way for others who have accepiskind invitation.

Jesus said, “Keep awake therefore, for you dknotv the day or the hour when
the bridegroom will come.” Or do you?

Let us pray.
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