PARTYING WITH GOD

Matthew 25:1-13

LIKE TEN GIRLS

What is God like, and what is it like to live with God? Jesus says in Matthew 25 that living with God is like being in a house with ten young girls. The text translates the word as "bridesmaids," but the actual Greek word is parthenoi and means "virgins" or “young girls.”  Earlier in 1:23 Matthew uses the same word when he quotes Isaiah 7:14: Behold the parthenos (virgin, young woman) shall conceive and bear a son.


Since girls in Jesus' day usually married about age 13 or 14, we are talking about young, teenaged girls.  Jesus says that living with God is like being in a house with ten middle-school girls. Okay, parents, is that heaven or hell for you? Please don't answer out loud!


But wait! There’s more! Jesus says living with God is like being with ten teenaged girls who are celebrating an upcoming wedding. As best we can understand the social customs in Jesus' day, weddings were celebrated for one week, not twenty-four hours. 


Each young girl has a lamp. Perhaps they used lamps like the ones on the communion table today. Or they may have been torches--sticks wrapped with rags that have been soaked in kerosene oil. When I was a child we would go the lake, find bulrushes, soak the cattails with kerosene, stick them in the sand on the beach in the backyard and then light the torches. In this story the lamps are used to light the way for the wedding procession at night. 

In our weddings today we make a big deal of the entrance of the bride and hurry the groom in from the side door. But here it is the arrival of the groom that is the anticipated event. As a matter of fact, no bride ever appears in this parable of Jesus; therefore, (as you will read in note e in your pew Bible) some who copied Greek manuscripts inserted a bride into the story.  But she is not here in the parable.


The ten girls laugh and talk about the wedding. They hear an announcement: "Behold, the groom is coming!" but he does not arrive. The groom is playing with the wedding party to keep excitement and enthusiasm at fever pitch. Announcements continue, but no groom shows. The bridesmaids' get-together for the early evening becomes a slumber party. The giggling of the fourteen-year-old girls slowly fades until all ten girls are fast asleep. 


And at midnight the word comes: "Behold, the bridegroom! Come out to meet him." And this time the groom does come, along with the other members of the wedding party. All are carrying torches and singing and dancing in the street.  All ten girls wipe the sleep from their eyes, adjust their hair, check their makeup, and begin to trim off the edges of their rags-on-a-stick. But the torches need more oil. Five have enough kerosene oil to soak their torches, but five do not. 


"Give us some of your oil!" the five plead. But the wise five just give directions to the nearest all-night Wawa. After a while the foolish five hurry back with their expensive oil, but the house of the sleep-over is empty. The groom and his friends have come and gone, singing and dancing through the torchlit streets. The five girls hurry to the groom's house where the party has already begun. They knock and say, "Lord, lord, open to us!" And the master of the house says, "Truly, I tell you, I do not know you. The door is shut. You cannot come in." The parable ends with the warning, "Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour." (25:13).

LIKE FIVE WISE GIRLS

"Then the work of God is like ten teenage girls." Jesus' parables are about the rule of God. Jesus does not speak of heaven just as some place in the sky where we go when we die by and by. Heaven is not some eternal lecture that a parent gives a teenager. Jesus says the kingdom (rule) of God is among us and within us and near us. Jesus invites each person to participate in the rule of God right now! 


Jesus tells us that living with God right now is like attending a party with ten teenaged girls. And what better image of a party can we use besides a wedding party? Just about everyone has a great time at a wedding. We laugh, tell jokes, eat, drink, dance, and party to celebrate the new relationship that is developing among us. 


Notice in this parable, as you will notice in the next two parables in Matthew 25, that all are invited. All are included. All ten girls are already part of the party. All ten are celebrating the week-long festivities of a wedding. For all the gladness, however, this is a parable of judgment, for we hear in verse 2 of an impending crisis because five are foolish and five are wise.

In this story what is the difference between a foolish girl and a wise girl? Wisdom is not related to whether or not she sleeps, for all ten are asleep. And the wise do not know any more than the foolish girls when the groom will come; for all ten are surprised at midnight. And it is not the arrival of the groom that makes some girls wise and some girls foolish; for his arrival merely reveals who is wise and who is foolish. 

The warning in 25:13 is “Keep awake!” but that doesn’t make sense since all ten sleep.  This warning—Keep awake!--is the same word (gregoreo) used to conclude Mark’s teaching about the last days in  Mark 13, but here has a different meaning. In Mark’s community, the call is to Keep awake! but in Matthew’s story, the young girls’ problem is not that they fall asleep because both wise and foolish girls became drowsy and sleep. 

Here Matthew’s meaning is not Keep awake! but Be prepared!  I suggest you write that in the margin of your Bible—Be prepared! The parable tells us that the wise differ from the foolish only in that they take extra oil with them. They are prepared to respond to the invitation to the next event of the party. They are prepared when the crisis comes.

Jesus often says that a crisis is coming. I laugh at those Allstate Insurance commercials with their tagline, “Life comes at you fast.” Jesus often taught that the question is not, “Will a crisis come?” but “How are we preparing for the coming crisis?” The coming crisis could be something about to happen in your family or in your work. The crisis has already come in the financial markets. The crisis comes when I realize I am already over halfway through my life and wonder what meaning and purpose I have for the last half. Jesus says life comes at you fast, so begin preparing now for the crisis. 


We can understand what this parable meant for Matthew’s faith community in the first century. Jesus the Bridegroom promised he would come back soon for his church, but they had been waiting a while. What do you do when you are waiting for Jesus to return? Go up to a mountain and wait? Sit around the house and wait? No, while they are waiting for the bridegroom Jesus to return, they sleep and rest, but they prepare in his absence for when he does come. 

For Matthew and his community, to be prepared, as we see with the wise and foolish builders in chapter 7, is to not only say the words about Jesus but to do what Jesus calls us to do. This appears to be the application to the hearers in Matthew’s church and in Vienna Baptist Church—rest in the Lord but be prepared by practicing the disciplines of faith while we are waiting for Jesus to return.


Will Willimon remembers when he was a youth and someone asked their pastor, “Don’t you think it’s a shame that we pray the Lord’s Prayer, Sunday after Sunday, even when we don’t really mean it?” 


“Not at all,” said his pastor. “Think of each Sunday as preparation to pray. We teach you to say the Lord’s Prayer, by heart, Sunday after Sunday, because one of these days you will need more than anything to pray and you will know what to say and how to begin to talk to God.” 1 One of the main goals of this faith community is to help us prepare for when life’s crises come to us. 
LIKE A PARTY

But wait!! Now I am starting to sound like a typical preacher. Preachers are like the dietician who says, “If you want to be healthy, don’t eat anything that tastes good!” The church is constantly preaching, “If it’s fun, don’t do it because the Christian life is not fun! It’s discipline and hard work and lots of rules.” Well, if a Christian is someone who doesn’t drink cuss, gamble, or play cards, then the best Christian will be a dead person because dead people don’t do anything wrong. We in the church have communicated that life with God is a lot of work and, to be honest, not much fun. 


The late Jim Clelland, former Dean of Duke University Chapel, was preaching on this gospel text to a boy's preparatory school in the 1950's. Jim ended his sermon with a rhetorical question to the all-male congregation that day, "Young men, I ask you, where would you rather be? Here, in the light, at the feast for the bridegroom or there, out in the dark with a group of foolish young girls?" The young men responded (as would our youth if they were here today and not on retreat) with shouts of "Out in the dark with the girls!" 2

Now that’s an honest answer! We in the church have communicated that life with God is a lot of work and not much fun.  Jesus, however, tells us that the way God works in our world is like a wedding party with ten teenaged girls. They laugh, giggle, slumber and sleep. They enjoy the richness of the moment and lean into the excitement of the arrival of the bridegroom and the joy of the wedding party. In other words, life with God is like a party. The church has not said that often enough because we are into rules and disciplines and works and “Thou shalt nots.” 

Because of the Good News of God coming through Jesus Christ, we cannot choose to be uninvited to God's larger party. We cannot choose to be unaccepted in what God is doing in this world. The only choice we have is either to live like we are invited guests or to refuse to live as the invited guests we already are. We can either prepare ourselves to enjoy God’s party or act like we are not invited. That's really our only choice.


In reality, how you choose is based on what kind of God you expect to host the party. Some of us think of God as our Aunt Edna who scowls at us at the door, sizes up the value of our wedding gift, instructs us not to track dirt in the house, and then watches our every move inside the house to see that we don't break a china cup, stain the tablecloth, steal the decorative soaps or have too much fun.


And some of us envision God as my Uncle Mac, who opens the door wide and smiles even wider, shoves a cold beverage and a slice of pizza in my hand, always has a funny story to share, and hopes I will dance and sing and laugh and never leave the party. For Uncle Mac and for Jesus, life with God is a party and we are all invited. And even the preparation of bringing extra oil or practicing the Lord’s Prayer can be fun. 

Whom do you think God is more like--Aunt Edna or Uncle Mac?

1 Will Willimon, Decisions that Make a Difference, Pulpit Resource, November 10, 1996, page 25
2 Will Willimon, Get Ready, Pulpit Resource, November 7, 1999, page 25
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