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September 19, 2021  Matthew 25:31-40
   
Matthew 25:31-40 
“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne 
of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right 
hand and the goats at the left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are 
blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I 
was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took 
care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when 
was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And 
when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And 
when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, 
‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you 
did it to me.’ 
 
If the Sermon on the Mount, found in Matthew 5, is the keynote address introducing the 
product of the eternal kingdom, then I think a case can be made that Matthew 25 is the 
culmination of the sales pitch.  
 
A good sales pitch has an introduction, a value proposition, storytelling, social proof and 
unexpected value, and a specific request or action. Is the Gospel of Matthew a really long sales 
pitch? 
  
INTRODUCTION – the Gospel of Matthew introduces us to Jesus – Emmanuel – God with us.  
 
VALUE PROPOSITION – The Sermon on the Mount begins by offering an innovative way of 
being and doing in the world. It is proposing putting a different value on our experiences in the 
earthly kingdom. Blessed are the poor in spirit… is not exactly the motto of a top 500 company. 
Matthew is going to have to sell it. 
 
STORYTELLING – wise teachings and parables slowly build the case. 
 
SOCIAL PROOF AND UNEXPECTED VALUE – Miracles and healings and the promise of eternal 
life all culminate in: 
 
THE SPECIFIC REQUEST OR ACTION – here is the final marketing push: 
 Matthew 25:1-13 – available for a limited time only. 
 Matthew 25:14-30 – you can’t afford not to (more on that next week). 
And finally, the passage that was just read: 
 Matthew 25, beginning with verse 31 – here is how you buy in. 
 
Matthew 25:1-13 – The Kingdom of Heaven is available for a limited time only -Listen: 
‘Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet 
the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. When the foolish took their lamps, 
they took no oil with them; but the wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. As the bridegroom was 
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delayed, all of them became drowsy and slept. But at midnight there was a shout, “Look! Here is 
the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.” Then all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their 
lamps. The foolish said to the wise, “Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.” But the 
wise replied, “No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and 
buy some for yourselves.” And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and those who were 
ready went with him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. Later the other 
bridesmaids came also, saying, “Lord, lord, open to us.” But he replied, “Truly I tell you, I do not 
know you.” Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.  

 
The Story of God for the People of God… thanks be to God. 
 
It was the custom at that time for the bridegroom, on the day of the wedding, to go to the house 
of his bride and negotiate the terms of the marriage – the dowry - with the bride’s father. Often 
this was a tedious process, with offers and counter-offers, that could take the better part of the 
day. After settling the terms of agreement, the bridegroom would then bring the bride to his 
home. The guests of the wedding would be found along the way, forming a makeshift 
procession back to the groom’s house where the ceremony and celebration would take place.  
 
In the Will Ferrell movie that you should definitely watch especially if you don’t like Will Ferrell 
movies - Stranger Than Fiction – the aforementioned Will Ferrell plays an IRS agent named 
Harold Crick. Harold hears his life being narrated in his head while a fiction author, played by 
Emma Thompson, is typing it. His doctor who cannot help him sends him to a literature 
professor, Dr. Jules Hilbert, played by Dustin Hoffman (seriously, I highly recommend this 
movie).  
 
At first Dr. Hilbert wants nothing to do with Harold Crick but eventually he becomes intrigued, 
and he advises Harold to determine if his story is a comedy or a tragedy. How do you tell the 
difference? “In a tragedy, you die; in a comedy, you get hitched.” 
 
Is this parable of the ten bridesmaids a comedy or a tragedy? 
 
Since the setting is a wedding where someone is set to get hitched, we’re already starting out 
strong in the comedy category. Ten bridesmaids with lamps, some foolish and some wise, it all 
has a bit of a silly comedic feel to it. They fall asleep and the oil has run out, and the foolish ones 
are told by the wise to go and buy their own… a little harsh, but still pretty funny to think of an 
ancient Rutter’s being open for the foolish bridesmaids - still a comedy. And the bridegroom 
and bride are definitely getting hitched (comedy!), it’s all good until the five bridesmaids who 
have somehow found the oil, get to the door, and ask to be let in and the bridegroom replies: 
Truly I tell you, I do not know you. 
 
Wait… so the kingdom of heaven is like a door getting slammed shut and those who haven’t 
trimmed their lamps don’t get to go in? Ever? 
 
“In a tragedy, you die; in a comedy, you get hitched.” 
 
This has become a tragedy. That definitely took a turn… especially for us happy-go-lucky “saved 
by faith and not by works” types. 
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We Presbyterians don’t talk about it much – the second coming. I don’t often dabble in words 
like: eschatology or apocalypse or Parousia. In Advent we talk about it a little bit, but we are 
pretty quick to turn our focus to the celebration of the first coming. The little baby Jesus with 
the manger and wise men is a little easier to wrap our heads around than basically anything 
that is written in Revelation.  
 
And yet, at the very least we really need to keep it in mind. If for no other reason than to give us 
a sense of urgency to do God’s good works in this world. As Christians, we are to have the hope 
and patience that so many in this world seem to have forgotten. If we let ourselves forget how 
to hope in Christ’s return, then we will allow ourselves to no longer have hope for this world 
and we will lose our love for this world. The opposite of love is not hate, it’s apathy. And 
honestly, I cannot think of anything more dangerous than no longer caring about this world. 
 
So, how do we show we care? How do we keep oil in our lamps? 
 
In Jewish literature, “oil” was often used as a symbol of good deeds. In Matthew 5:16 Jesus says: 
let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works.” It would make sense in 
the parable, since we know Scripture’s overall ethic of helping our neighbor, it is startling that 
the five bridesmaids with the oil wouldn’t share with those without. So the oil must be a symbol 
for something that cannot be shared. If the oil were in fact a symbol of good works or acts of 
love and mercy, then it would make sense that the wise bridesmaids would not and could not 
share that oil with their foolish counterparts.   
 
As we wait patiently for that day to arrive, the Church’s job is to be an example of the eternal 
kingdom.  We exhibit the kingdom-life when we practice the good works commended to us by 
Jesus Christ, and we practice them now because we never know when the time will come for us 
to be judged. 
 
iIn her novel Souls Raised From the Dead, Doris Betts tells the story of Mary Thompson, a ten-
year-old girl living with her father years after her mother left the family.  Through the course of 
the story, Mary’s kidneys begin to fail her, and her protective Father can do nothing but watch 
as she marches through the stages of dialysis and progressive renal failure.  Meanwhile, her 
mother Christine has the only viable kidney to donate.  It’s not that Christine is a totally absent 
and uncaring mother; the problem lies in the fact that she prizes her own beauty above all else 
and an abdominal scar would be most inconvenient for her.  She trusts that a suitable cadaver 
kidney will come along soon enough, and she sticks to that belief as all the family members 
pressure her to donate.   
 
With disaster clearly written into this script, Christine is the first to arrive at the hospital one 
morning only to be quickly met by nurses.  She hears the usual phrases “Everything was tried, 
everything was done” and “unexpected…she did not suffer…”   
 
But what she really hears is the door to the banquet closing before her, the chance to do right 
lost and gone forever.  And then something not so very different from “Lord, Lord, open to me” 
escapes from her mouth.  Betts writes:  

Something volcanic was happening inside Christine.  It burst out in sobs and shivers 
and broken, gasping screams.  ‘I’ll do it.  OK?  She can have it.  Take the… kidney!  
Hurry up!...Oh, please!  Hurry up!  Take it now!’    
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In the parable of the bridesmaids we only get a shut door; we don’t know what happens to the 
foolish maidens. At the end of the next parable, the foolish one ends up in the outer darkness 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. I imagine it is not the place itself that induces 
the weeping and the gnashing, but rather the shame of knowing that you had an opportunity to 
do the right thing and you took it for granted.   
 
Okay… wait a minute, wait a minute – the Gospel of Matthew does not sound very reformed. I 
mean, grace by faith and not by works, right? RIGHT? Well, about that… let’s hang out in the 
tension of Matthew for a little bit longer, let’s be uncomfortable in Scripture for a bit and not 
just jump right to salvation. But hold that thought because I’ve got a good word for you a little 
bit later. 
 
In the meantime, this text clearly states that we will be judged not according to the content of 
our beliefs or according to the status of our Church membership, but rather we will be judged 
according to the quality of our lives and actions in this world.  
 
At the church I served down in Winter Haven, Florida we had an annual talent show. There was 
one little girl, and I’ll just call her Megan, who loved to sing, was great at singing, and she knew 
it. By the age of seven she had sung in at least four of the talent shows and everyone would 
“ooo” and “ahh” and she would just eat it all up. 
 
My last year there she decided that the crowd would really be blown away if she did a duet with 
her 4 year old brother, Ben. She picked Lord, I Want to Be a Christian in My Heart knowing that 
they would absolutely bring the house down. She also told her little brother that if he didn’t 
sing with her, she would throw his teddy bear in the disposal and so Ben practiced with her day 
in and day out. Finally the big day of the talent show arrived, and they were ready. 
 
It was the last act of the night and out they came, Megan confidently standing with her 
shoulders back and her chin out, holding her sheet music in front of her, with Ben looking a 
little shaky standing right next to her. The piano sounded the first notes and together they 
launched into the first verse: “Lord, I want to be a Christian in my heart.”  Everyone smiled and 
bobbed along as brother and sister sang together.  “Lord I want to be a Christian in my heart.”   
 
But then came the second verse.  Megan went seamlessly into the second verse “Lord I want to 
be more loving in my heart.”  But Ben, who couldn’t read to begin with, and had to memorize 
the song, accidentally skipped to the third verse “Lord I want to be more holy in my heart.”   
 
Next thing you know, Megan had rolled up her sheet music and began beating her brother over 
the head with it, yelling “MORE LOVING!  Lord I want to be MORE LOVING in my heart.”  
 
It just seemed like… somewhere along the way… Megan missed the point. 
 
Obviously, we don’t all get it right all the time. We tend to let our own oil run low, perhaps to 
save a bit on the power bill.  But there is good news, even for those of us whose lamps go 
completely out.  That phrase at the end of the parable, “I do not know you” with which the 
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bridegroom dismisses the foolish maidens is the very same Greek phrase with which the 
Apostle Peter denies knowing Christ at his trial.1   
 
If Peter, the very rock upon which Christ will build his Church, fails to acknowledge Jesus before 
others and even runs away from the dim glow of that campfire, surely there is grace enough for 
the likes of you and me. Apparently, this whole thing comes with a warranty. 
 
But why rely on that? 
 
As Christ’s faithful, this text asks us to be more loving by doing, by shining our light of good 
deeds. It even tells us how to buy in: 
 
I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took 
care of me, I was in prison and you visited me. 
 
The choice is ours. 

The bridegroom is ready. 
Let’s go grab our lamps. 

 
 
Let us join together in a spirit of prayer:  

Holy God, by your Word and Spirit, come and transform your church to be a living sign of your love 

for the world — where the poor are filled with good things, the dividing walls are broken down, 

and the dead are raised to new life; in the name of the Creator, the Christ, and the Holy Spirit.  

Amen. 

 
 

 
i Illustration from the Rev. Jarrett McLaughlin’s paper, “32nd Sunday of Ordinary Time” written for The Well in 2008. 

 
1 Harrington, p. 348 


