
Sermon for 11.12.17 Between the Poles Faith Lutheran Church 

 

Text: Matthew 25.1-13 

 So, here’s the state of the earliest Christian church:  the folks have come to believe that 

Jesus was crucified and that he rose again.  Perhaps they’d met the risen Lord themselves—after 

all in Corinthians Paul writes that the risen Jesus had “appeared to more than 500 brothers and 

sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died.”  And then they saw 

him ascend into heaven, and I imagine them standing there with their noses pointed toward the 

sky and their mouths agape... and they’re telling each other “he said he’s coming again soon!”   

 And they took that to heart.  They didn’t just believe that he was coming again, they 

believed it would be soon, right now, or this afternoon, or maybe a week from Wednesday at the 

latest.  And that belief was the central fact of their lives.  Some of them stopped working; some 

of them sold all their possessions and went up to their rooftops to watch for his return.  But time 

dragged on; a week from Wednesday came and went and still no return.  And then it was months, 

and then it was years, and these folks began to wonder: “so what do we do in the between time?  

How do we live, how do we wait, in the time between his ascension and his return?” 

 It was a real problem for the early church.  I don’t know that we have that problem today.  

I’m not sure many of us have any real sense that he’s returning at all.  Yeah, the Bible says it... 

but the Bible says a lot of things, maybe we should just settle for a moral Christianity, an ethical 

Christianity, and leave all this mystical esoteric stuff in the past... a lot of folks have done that... 

 A lot of folks go to church because it’s traditional for them; a lot of folks go to church 

because it seems right to raise their kids in the church; a lot of folks go to church because they 

like the people, like the music, like the stained glass windows and the connections to the past... 

but not so many probably go to church because they believe Jesus is coming again soon and they 

want to be ready. 

 Seriously, when’s the last time that you looked up at the sky and thought, “Maybe it’s 

today...  Maybe this is the day he’ll come...”  Maybe some of us think about the book of 

Revelation and take the signs there literally and wonder if “the end” is coming soon because 

there have sure been a lot of earthquakes and floods and rumors of war lately.  But do we expect 

Jesus to come again? 

 One author I was reading talked about the difference between seeing the time between the 

ascension and the return of Christ as this void—this lost time, this open empty space—and 

seeing it as this electrically charged field of salvation.  And I’m thinking, “wow, I don’t know 

that I understand exactly what she meant by that, but I love the image.”   

 And I do think I understand what she’s talking about—at least to some degree.  I think 

she’s talking about the way our lives can either take on—or lose—the dynamic tension of living 

in the waiting, the wondering, the amazed and amazing tension between the miraculous past and 

the even more miraculous promised future.  There’s something about that position that the early 

Christians lived in; they were right there next to the polar event of the resurrected Christ; they’d 

seen him they’d touched him, they’d believed in him with all their hearts.  And when he said he 

was coming again soon, they believed that just as fully.  And I see that almost like two open 

powerful electrical terminals so close at that moment in history that the sparks just flew from one 

terminal to the next, and those Christians were living right in that charged field of energy. 

 But as time dragged on those terminals seemed to them to have drifted further and further 

apart and the charge was still there, but it weakened—it no longer shocked and excited them—

not like it had done before.  The historical memories faded, and the promise seemed to drift 

further and further away into some unknown and unknowable future.  And this faith that they 

had once been willing to live and die for became a faith that they were willing to proclaim in a 
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pinch... or maybe a faith they were willing to get out of bed for on a Sunday morning if they 

weren’t up too late watching football the night before. 

 That’s the context of this parable of the bridesmaids and their lamps awaiting the coming 

of the groom.  And the groom is expected at any time, but he lingers, and who knows... is it an 

hour or two, or a week or a month or a decade... and the bridesmaids are supposed to be waiting, 

but after a while they begin to lose focus, they begin to wonder if they’d gotten the memo right, 

if they were in the right place, waiting for the right guy, or if this was just a fool’s errand. 

 And the heart of the story is that some of them got complacent and didn’t keep enough 

extra oil in the event he returned that night.  And they all fell asleep—so it’s not about if you’re 

asleep or awake here—it’s about did they have enough oil for their lamps when the groom 

showed up unexpectedly.  And I’ll say this: scholars and preachers and theologians have argued 

about what the “oil” stands for in this parable, but I think that’s taking this too literally.  I don’t 

think the point is whether the oil is having enough faith, or having enough good works while the 

groom is away, or having enough “spirit” or what have you.  I think the point is just about 

remembering where we live... I think it’s about living intentionally and vitally between the poles, 

living today within the tension of this field charged with the electricity between his historical 

reality and his imminent return. 

 In a way it seems kind of unfair; those folks back then—the earliest Christians—they had 

the benefit of having seen the events of his resurrection and ascension or heard of them from 

those who had.  They’d seen the pole of his historical presence.  But we who are far off from that 

pole... we can’t ever see how near or far we are from the pole of his return either.  We don’t 

know if it’s tomorrow or Tuesday or centuries down the road.  But I wonder how we’d live our 

faith if we knew we were right next to the moment of his return. I wonder if we knew he was 

coming today if we’d sense the charge in the air and live with a greater joy, a greater sense of 

fear, a greater sense of longing and hope and anticipation and purpose.  And I wonder if that 

would be translated into loving others with a more holy attitude.  I wonder if we’d be filled with 

this divine energy that would fuel us to take more chances, give more freely, sacrifice more 

completely, love more fully, live more attentively... I don’t know, but I think it would.  

 The problem is that we can only see the historical pole sliding further and further away, 

we can‘t see the future pole closing in on us.  So I worry that—in the meantime—we’ll become 

like those foolish maids who stopped thinking about keeping oil for their lamps. I’m worried that 

we’ll lose our perspective, start second guessing if we’re in the right place, doing the right thing, 

waiting for something real.  I’m worried that we’ll forget about the historical reality of Christ 

and lose faith in the future reality of our relationship with him, and just waste our now—our 

time, our energy, our lives—living shallowly, harmlessly, hopelessly. 

 Friends, my prayer for today is that we would recall the fact of the risen Christ and his 

promise to return to us soon, and that—through faith—we would live as though we could reach 

out and touch either of those poles—both of those poles.  And I pray that the power of those two 

truths would charge through us and empower us to live, not foolishly but wisely, in this day as 

we await his return for lo, surely we “will see 'the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven' 

with power and great glory.  And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they 

will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other.”  Take it to heart, 

live expectantly, believe that he is coming again, and let his power fill you to do great and 

marvelous things for the sake of your family, and your neighbors and our community and God’s 

kingdom today.  Only in his power and always to his glory.  Amen.  


