Text: Matt 25:1-13 – LSB 516 – Wake, Awake, for night is Flying

Exegetical Point: The delay of the parousia will cause many to become unwise.

Focus Statement: The bridegroom’s feast is worth some preparation
Function: That my hearers would identify and ensure their oil supply
Introduction
Dennis can back me up, but I think I said that if nobody else does, I will appreciate the hymns we are singing this week.  I’m sorry for the 16th century german tunes, but today’s sermon hymn stands as one of the lasting parts of what used to be known as Western Civ and a great example of today’s gospel.  A man by the name of Philipp Nicolai wrote this hymn in 1597.  By 16th century standards his times were fairly calm.  Philipp was born in 1556, one year after the Peace of Augsburg which had given Lutherans standing within the empire.  They would no longer be hunted down or under the constant threat of Imperial War.  In 1580 the Book of Concord had been published and subscribed to within the “Lutheran lands”.  While religious disputes would continue between Catholics and Lutherans and Reformed, these disputes would be waged with the pen by scholars.  Philip would die in 1608, 10 years before the disastrous 30 years war would start.  In many ways Philip lived in calm times.  But personally I find the rest of his story one I can’t imagine.   We live in times where we feel like we have the four horsemen of the apocalypse safely corralled in sub-Saharan Africa.  Except for the occasional horror movie like 28 days, the episode of ER where small-pox was found, or the more real life episodes of anthrax in the mail or antibiotic resistant bugs in the local hospital, we live in an antiseptic world.  Only occasionally does the curtain get drawn back and we see a more precarious existence.  Philip Nicolai did not live in such a world.  In 1596 Philip became the Pastor of a town in Westphalia – a peaceful town in the Rhine River valley.  About 1 year into this new pastorate, the plague struck Westphalia.  Today’s scientists still debate exactly what the plague was – but one thing it was – was deadly.  The original cases could have killed up to 60% of the population of Europe.  When the plague struck, people fled.  It was not unusual between death and flight for entire towns to be wiped away.  One year into a new pastorate, Rev. Philip Nicolai buried 1300 of his flock – 170 in one week.  By the end, the town was no more.  In the middle of that horror Philip wrote a series of meditations - which he titled Mirror of Joy- Philip had oil in his flask – and he appended two hymns, words and music, which are both treasures.  One is this one.  

Wake, Awake, for Night is Flying.

The watchmen on the heights are crying.

Awake Jerusalem arise.

Midnight hears the welcome voices.

And at the thrilling cry rejoices
Oh, where are you, you virgins wise?...
Text
There are all kinds of reasons why I could hate this text.  It is so easily misunderstood.  In a sexually promiscuous age, just the mention of virgins brings out the 6th grade humor.  The wise virgins, the heroines of the story, seem to get rewarded for both their works and for selfishness.  Maybe “big oil” really has controlled everything for all time.  And within the parable itself those wise virgin seemingly contradict the summation.  They don’t watch.  Everyone falls asleep.  Jesus – what are you saying with this parable?  [On top of that, a personal bugaboo of mine, the various English translators botch an important line.  Verse 5 – they all put the verb into the passive tense.  The ESV reads as the bridegroom was delayed.  Delayed by who?  The bridegroom is Christ!  Who can delay the bridegroom if the Christ doesn’t want to delay himself?  This is the only time you’ll ever hear me say something like this – when you get home, take out your bibles and cross out that line and write – Because the bridegroom delayed.  Even Homer nods – and the translators blew this one.  The greek verb is active.  The bridegroom tarries.  Well what is he doing that for?  I’ll save that one for another time.]
But all of that confusion depends upon us being careless (a little like the translators), upon us being unprepared.  All those confusions come from skipping the important first word.  Then – then the reign of heaven will be like…When is then?  Is it right now, or some other time?  If we are careless and just read over that little time marker, we get into all kinds of trouble.  A couple of weeks ago Jesus was taking on all comers in the Temple – and whipping them, and boy were they mad.  Mad enough to go plot how to kill him.  But Jesus left the temple area in disgust and pronounces judgment on it – you see all these things (the temple, the saducees, the scribes), not one will be left on top of another.  Everyone will be thrown down.  And the disciples are shocked – when will this happen, they ask…and what will be the sign of your coming at the end of the age?  They ask two questions.  I’m sure in their minds it was one question.  Just like in our day we have people shouting the end is near at every disaster; they couldn’t believe the destruction of the temple wasn’t the end.  But Jesus answers their questions - differently.  The first question he answers in remarkable detail which is all about AD 70 when the temple was thrown down…and the second question – what will be the sign of your coming? - with a statement and 5 parables.  The statement - No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven nor the Son, but only the Father.  Then, at that time, the reign of heaven will be like…

At the end of the age, at the return of the bridegroom, at the second coming, the reign of heaven will be like 10 virgins who had taken their torches and went to the meeting of the bridegroom.  Five of them were silly and five sensible.  The silly girls had brought their torches but they hadn’t brought any oil to soak them in.  [You see these torches or lamps were oil soaked rags on a long stick.  The user would plunge the rag and stick into the flask to soak up all the oil.]  The sensible girls had brought the oil.  The sticks were useless without the oil.  But because the bridegroom delayed, all the girls both silly and sensible were nodding.  But in the middle of night - a load clamour.  Look – The Bridegroom – hurry go, now, go to the meeting.  And all the girls, silly and sensible, cleared their eyes of sleep and got the processional torches ready.  But the silly ones said – give us some oil, ours keep going out.  [Well, duh!  You didn’t bring any oil.]  But the time for sharing is over.  The Bridegroom has returned.  Why didn’t you prepare.  All that time He delayed and you could have run to the store. Why did you go to sleep before getting oil?  You could have brought your flasks.  Sorry, we can’t give you oil anymore.  It’s too late.  Each flask only has enough for one torch.  Run to the sellers, maybe you can still get some.  (God is merciful.)  And while the silly girls ran to the sellers, the bridegroom came, and the sensible ones who were ready went in with the bridegroom to the wedding feast…and the door was shut.  So later those silly girls who had not brought oil came back, Lord, Lord, open the door.  But the bridegroom answered, “I don’t know you.”
Application
We do not know the day or the hour.  Sleep comes on us all.  The key requirement is to have some oil with you.  All 10 of the girls had torches.  All 10 thought they were going to the wedding feast.  All 10 wanted to welcome the bridegroom.  Only 5 prepared.  Only 5 were watchful.  We don’t know the day or the hour.  What we do know is there will be a time that what we have on us is what will count.  Those 5 silly girls could have had a tanker full of oil back at the house.  But they didn’t carry it with them.  And in the middle of the night the watchmen on the heights were crying – Awake, Awake.
Now is the time that we can share the oil.  We can put ourselves in the places where God has said he will provide the oil.  We can take that Big Family Bible off the high shelf, blow off some of the dust, and read it.  We can attend a bible study or take communion.  We can help the hungry, or thirsty or naked or the stranger.  Jesus says he is there – in our neighbor.  Jesus says he’s there in his Body and Blood mystically presented.  Jesus says he is there – where two or three gather.  Jesus says he’s there in the Scriptures – Moses and the prophets all testified about me, Jesus said.  Now is the time we can share the oil.  Now is the time for preparation.
We don’t know the day or the hour, but we know time will run out.  We know that the sun sets and we get sleepy.  We keep putting it off.  We’d like to read the bible – but the family bible is the King James and I just don’t understand it.  We’d like to have that conversation with our spouse, our brother, the pastor – but it is not really that pressing right now.  We’d like to get more involved and help out personally – maybe one of these days.  There is plenty of time – besides I’m getting a little sleepy.  Awake – the bridegroom comes.
Then, we can’t share the oil.  The feast has already been prepared.  Then the question is: were you prepared?  Did you take the time to keep an oil supply with you?  The Bridegroom comes, awake.  Your lamps with gladness take!

Closing
Pastor Philip Nicolai buried his entire congregation – yet God let him live.  In the midst of that – he writes – Zion hears the watchmen singing.  And all her heart with joy is springing!  We don’t know the day or the hour – but we know that day brings joy.  We don’t stockpile oil today to take joy in turning others away.  If you are filling your flask because you are scared of being locked out – you are missing the point.  The time to meet the bridegroom is near.  The wedding feast is prepared.  We keep our flasks full, we watch, out of joy.  In the midst of all that pain, Pastor Nicolai understood the joy.  The time approaches to take your lamps with gladness.  The bridegroom, Jesus, will come to claim his bride, the church.  We watch, we keep the flasks full because we want to be at that feast at the earliest possible moment.     It is only the bridegroom who delays – who delays to give us time to prepare, who delays to give us time to carry oil, who delays so that the number of attendees at that feast may be full and complete.
May the Lord bless you with full flask of oil.  Amen.

