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We’re going to get to our second reading in a bit.  Before we get into it, however, I want to take 

a couple minutes to talk about the Scripture and music that we just heard.  I’ve shared, before, 

that I remain amazed at the manner in which these stories and lessons from the Bible can carry 

new and different voices into our lives – no matter how many times we’ve encountered them 

before.  It’s been over 25 years since I first started my formal theological education, it’s been a 

lot longer than that that I’ve been hearing and reading these stories, and I’m now well into my 

twenty-third year of preaching on these passages nearly every week.  And still, with all of that 

history, I will find myself reading a passage – one I’ve encountered countless times before – only 

to hear it in an entirely new way.  That was the case, this week, with the Parable of the Ten 

Bridesmaids. 

 

This all started when John and Susan shared some initial thoughts on music they might bring to 

our worship this morning.  On that list was the song they just played, ‘Keep Your Lamps.’  My 

first exposure to that song was my first year in seminary, when it was part of the repertoire that 

our touring choir would take to the churches at which we sang each week.  During my time in 

that choir, I both sang and provided some percussion for the group, and to this day I can hear the 

conga rhythm that I carry beneath the tune.  It’s a great tune, and wonderfully moving rhythms 

and harmonics.  If I’m honest about it, thought, I have to admit that I never really paid attention 

to the particular message that it sends. 

 

It’s undeniable that this song fosters some very clear connections to that story of the ten 

bridesmaids that Jesus shares in Matthew 25.  This story that Jesus tells in Matthew 25 seems, at 

least on its face, to have a very clear message.  Half of the bridesmaids were prepared to keep 

their lamps burning while they awaited the return of the bridegroom, while half were not.  The 

unprepared half sees that the bridegroom is coming, but has to run off to buy oil for their lamps.  

By the time they return, the party has begun, the doors have been shut, and they have missed out.  

So, you’d better be prepared, because if you’re not, you could miss out.   

 

This seems like a pretty clear conclusion to draw from the passage.  And, to be fair, I think it is.  

If you look at the wider context of this passage in Mathew, that sentiment fits the conversation 

that is going on at that point.  The thing that stood out to me as I reflected on this throughout this 

week, however, is that very much is not the message of this song! 
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This is one of those songs that we don’t know a lot about.  The history of these songs that come 

out of the African-American Spiritual background is often unclear.  Unlike our traditional 

hymns, that sometimes have formative stories and narratives that surround their background, 

these spirituals emerged as part of the culture and tradition of the people – handed down from 

one generation to the next long before they were ever codified in any type of publication.  Many, 

this one included, carried messages for those following the Underground Railroad – and, in that 

context, this song takes on a notably different tone when the lamp that’s being trimmed is being 

held so that one might see the conductor who will lead them to safety.   

 

Now, given the history of the song, there are a number of different variations of the words, but 

they all tend to follow a similar pattern.  “Keep your lamps trimmed and burning.”  We get that 

part.  We get the metaphor, and we get the Scriptural connection to Matthew 25.  But, then they 

move into other phrases, ‘Don’t stop praying,’ ‘Don’t grow weary,’ ‘For the time is drawing 

nigh.’  As many times as I’ve both sung and heard this song in the past – and as clear as the 

Scriptural tie seems to be to Matthew 25 – this isn’t a song about preparing yourself so that you 

don’t miss out.  This is a song about bucking yourself up because you know that the work of God 

is unfolding before you.  This isn’t a song about convicting our discipleship.  This is a song 

about clinging to the hope of our faith.  And suddenly, as I reflected on that message of this tune, 

I started to wonder… ‘What if we didn’t read Matthew 25 as a parable about equipping ourselves 

to be ready to receive Jesus?  What if we didn’t read Matthew 25 as a lesson about being 

prepared to do our faithful job – whatever that might mean?  What if we read Matthew 25 as a 

reminder that all we need is the faith to keep looking – the faith and trust to keep that lamp 

trimmed and burning – and that that faith will be sufficient to carry us through our moments of 

darkness as we knowingly await the unfolding of God’s work in our lives?  What if read 

Matthew 25 not as a story of challenge, but as a story of hope – the hope that God is coming to 

our darkness, and that all we need to do is cling to that promise as the strength that can carry us 

from this moment until then. 

 

So, with that, hear these words from I Thessalonians 5: 1-11. 

Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do not need to have 

anything written to you. 2 For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will 

come like a thief in the night. 3 When they say, “There is peace and security,” then sudden 

destruction will come upon them, as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there 

will be no escape! 4 But you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you like a 

thief; 5 for you are all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of 

darkness. 6 So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober; 7 

for those who sleep sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night. 8 But since 

we belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a 

helmet the hope of salvation. 9 For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining 

salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake 

or asleep we may live with him. 11 Therefore encourage one another and build up each 

other, as indeed you are doing. 

 

“So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober.”  Or, in the 

language of Matthew 25, keep our lamps trimmed and burning.  “7 for those who sleep sleep at 
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night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night.”  The unprepared!  “8 But since we belong to 

the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of 

salvation. 9 For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him.”  

We don’t keep the lamps trimmed because that’s how we armor ourselves for what’s to come.  

We keep the lamps trimmed because we know what is to come, and because that hope is the 

armor that carries through those darker days! 

 

There’s an acronym that has become popular in recent years – not a new concept, but a new 

caption for a trend that seems to be an ever-growing reality in our daily lives.  The acronym, 

often used as a word, is FOMO – Fear of Missing Out.  In our lives that, each day, are 

increasingly driven by all forms of media peltering our every moment, we are constantly 

barraged with our fear of missing out.  We see what other people are doing, and we don’t want to 

miss the opportunity to do it too.  We see what others are buying, and we want to get it while we 

still can.  Advertisers and marketers have been playing into this portion of our psyche for years – 

‘Order now…only available to the first 100 callers…offer good through Friday at 

11pm…Memorial Day only…our best sale of the year…’  You can recite the endless litany in 

your minds.  Our fear of missing out is an inherent part of our human nature, and the 

exaggeration of that sensitivity, by social media and so many other modern technologies, has 

taken it to a level that it now has its own acronym, hashtag, memes, and more! 

 

That sensitivity has stood out in my mind this week, however, because there is an approach to 

faith that comes from that corner of our psycho-emotional construct.  There is an angle of 

evangelization – of trying to draw people into the faith – that preys on our fear of missing out.  

‘Don’t you dare let that lamp burn out, because you could be shut out in the end!’  And, don’t get 

me wrong, Jesus uses that tool.  We can’t avoid the reality that Jesus made such arguments in the 

Gospels.  Just a few verses before this section in Matthew 25, Jesus speaks of the return of the 

Son of Man as that of a thief coming in the midst of the night.  “Understand this:” Jesus says, “if 

the owner of the house had known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would have 

stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken into. 44 Therefore you also must be 

ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour.”  There’s no question that Jesus 

plays into this concept in some arenas of his influence.  And, in the generations that have 

followed, many faithful have followed suit.  ‘Get yourself right with God,’ they’ll proclaim, 

‘because if you don’t…’ 

 

Now, I have my thoughts on that theology – and why it might come forth in some of Jesus’ 

teachings, but that’s another thing for another time.  For today, however, I think it’s pertinent to 

note that our initial reaction to Matthew 25 (or at least mine) stems from our FOMO mentalities.  

We read (or at least I read) that story in a certain way because the lens of missing out gives a 

pretty clear read of that narrative.  What the song that John and Susan sang for us highlights, 

however, is that there is a very different way to look at this story that Jesus tells.   

• Maybe it’s not just a story about those who were locked out in the end.   

• Maybe this isn’t a story about bucking ourselves up to be ready for the return of Christ.   

• Maybe, just maybe, it’s not really about what happened in the end at all.   

• Maybe, instead, this is a story about the waiting. 

• Maybe this is a story about why they kept the light on in the first place. 
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• Maybe, just maybe, this is a story about those who had the faith to trust that he was 

coming, and who knew the light of that hope as they awaited his arrival. 

 

It’s very easy, especially with our FOMO mindsets, to tune into this as a story about people who 

missed out in the end.  Perhaps the thing we should be looking at instead, however, is why they 

lit their lamps at all.  They were in the darkness.  There was nothing in that moment to celebrate.  

But, they lit their lamps.  Why?  Because they knew he was coming!  Because they knew that 

better things were about to unfold!  Because they knew that the promise would be fulfilled, and 

that joy would be theirs!   

 

Perhaps, in the end, this isn’t a story about what happened in the end.  Perhaps, in the end, this is 

a story about those who knew the light and comfort of hope as they awaited the end that they 

always knew would come. 
 

 


