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A Sermon for Dayspring Baptist Church 
By Chris Fillingham  

March 31, 2019 
“Between Betrothal and the Banquet” 

Matthew 25:1-13 
 
 Once again Jesus is using the wedding feast to teach us about the Kingdom of God. Like I said last 
week, the image of the banquet is one of those images that looms large in the Jewish imagination. It’s all 
over the Bible, Old and New Testaments, connecting the longings of our body with the longings of our 
soul.  
 
 Last week we heard about those foolish folks not at all interested in the wedding banquet and 
those that were taking it for granted. Their lack of desire for the banquet of God left them out in the 
darkness. Because, as we said, desire is perhaps the only prerequisite for grace. You have to want it 
deep in your bones.  
 
 Today, Jesus tells us another story about those missing out on the great wedding banquet, but 
this time for an altogether different reason. And this week, we need to learn even more about weddings 
in the ancient world. Because they really are so different than our own. 
 
 It’s a good reminder that reading the Bible is often a cross-cultural experience. If we don’t travel 
back to ancient Palestine as we read, then we’re liable to make a mess of the scriptures. We’ve got to 
get into the cultural world and assumptions of Jesus’ day to understand what he’s trying to say.  And this 
parable is a great example of that.  
 
 Think about it.  If we told a story today about everyone standing around until late at night 
waiting for the groom to show up… we’re most likely telling a story about someone with commitment 
problems, right? That’s our culture’s version of the story.  
 The groom is late.  
 Everyone is there.  
 The prelude music keeps repeating.  
 It’s 15 minutes after the wedding was supposed to start and everyone is wondering where he is. 
 It’s come time to say his vows… and apparently, he’s got cold feet. 
 
 We know that story because it’s a story told over and over again in our culture. But that’s not a 
narrative that Jesus and his audience would have been familiar with, because weddings and marriages 
were so completely different in Jesus’ world. 
 
 For starters, the wedding vows and the lifelong commitment—what we take as the very center of 
the wedding day—was not part of weddings in Jesus’ world. For them, all that happened months, maybe 
years earlier at the betrothal. 
 
 The betrothal was where the formal commitment happened. It’s where the dowry was worked 
out, and the commitment to fidelity to one another and to each other’s families occurred… all that took 
place in the betrothal process. For us, it would be almost like saying our vows in front of our families 
when we get engaged.  
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 Which is why, when Joseph and Mary are “betrothed” and Mary is found to be pregnant, Joseph 
was going to divorce her quietly.  Betrothal is where the formal commitments happened. 
 
 The wedding was something altogether different.  
[Maybe go out walking around the sanctuary?] 
 On the evening of the wedding day, the groom and his friends would leave his home and walk 
from his house across the village or to another village to the bride’s family’s house.  
 There he would meet the bride and parade back to his house where everyone would be waiting 
for the wedding banquet. 
 
 But on the way back, he’s likely to take the longest route back to his house. He’s going up and 
down every street in the village, so everyone can cheer them on and shout their congratulations as they 
go. 
 Of course, this is a small village, and everyone knows the bride, and everyone knows the groom. 
And so, they might want to pull them over and give them a hug. That is to say, the more beloved the 
couple was, the more likely they were to get delayed.  
 
 Meanwhile, the wedding party is back at the groom’s house… They are all there waiting. And 
waiting… for the happy couple to come back down their street. Because, once they enter the groom’s 
house, the wedding festivities can begin. Crossing the threshold, into the house, was symbolic of their 
new life starting.  
 So, once they came in, then the party would finally get started. 
 
 That’s how weddings worked in Galilee and the surrounding regions. So, Jesus’ story about the 
groom being delayed means something entirely different than ours, doesn’t it? 
 
 Our story is about commitment issues.  
 But in Jesus’ story, the commitment happened long before. 
 
 In our story, the crisis is with the groom and in his delay, 
 but in Jesus’ story, the crisis… isn’t with the groom at all. The delay is expected. It’s assumed. The 
crisis is with those who were not prepared to wait.  
 
 Reading scripture is often a cross-cultural experience. You have to get into the culture itself to 
hear what the scriptures are trying to say.  
 And when you do that with this parable, you start to find yourself in a story  
about what it’s like to be waiting between 
 the commitments that have been made,  
 and the celebration that is to come.  

***** 
 The 10 bridesmaids were waiting in that in-between space… just like we are. The promises of 
God’s life and love for you… and for the world have been made. Ultimately, that’s what the life of Jesus 
is all about, from beginning to ending.  
 From the incarnation, to the baptism of Jesus,  
to the work Jesus does to enact God’s shalom: 
 through healings and teaching, 
 through standing up against the powers of dominance,  
 through creating a new beloved community --  
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  these are the ways Jesus is enacting shalom--  
from all that Jesus said and did, to the cross and resurrection itself:  all of it is the great expression of 
God’s life and love for the world. 
 
 In fact, the cross itself may best be understood as the great marriage proposal of God to the 
world. “This is how much I love you…” the cross says.  “Even with all the evil and darkness that is part of 
this world, and even if that evil nails me to the cross, my love for you will not falter. I will take even 
death itself into my very body… and break it wide open with the power of my love through the 
resurrection.” 
 That’s the message of holy week.  
  
 On a side note: I know one of our Sunday School classes is talking about the cross right now, and 
I’m so glad they are. We need to do some work on our understanding of the cross. So, let me just throw 
this in as fodder for discussion.  
 The cross is not a payment to an angry God, so that God will love us.  
 The cross is not absorbing the wrath of God, to protect us from God’s wrath that would 
otherwise destroy us.  
 The cross is the suffering of a lover… for the object of its love. 
  It is the suffering love of God’s own self toward us. 
 The blood of Christ is the bleeding heart of God. It’s the yearning of God’s heart poured out to 
destroy the power of evil and death which has such a grip on our lives. 
 In other words, the cross is God’s most profound expression of love for the life of the world. It 
is God’s eternal vow of betrothal. 
  
 Becoming a Christian, at its core, is to believe and accept this betrothal vow of God’s life and love 
for us, and to respond with our own commitment back to God of our life and love. In that way, you 
might think of baptism as our formal betrothal.  
  
 And for the rest of our lives… we live between the betrothal and the banquet. We are part of the 
wedding party… living in the in-between… and waiting… just like the 10 bridesmaids.  
 
And sometimes that waiting can be full of joyful excitement…  
 It’s like we’re tasting some things to come. We’re anticipating it.  
 
But other times, that waiting can seem like it will never end…  
 and there are disappointments that happen  
  and make us question God’s love, 
and other times boredom sets in during our waiting.   
 
Or maybe… we forget about the betrothal all together… because it’s just been so long … and the 
excitement has come and gone… and we get occupied with other things. 
 We get distracted, 
  or maybe disillusioned…  
  in all this waiting for the great wedding banquet to finally begin.   
And eventually, something in us just sort of stops anticipating it, don’t we? Somewhere between the 
betrothal and the banquet, there is a strong tendency to fall asleep.  

It happens to us all. 
***** 
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 That’s how it is with the wedding party in Jesus’ story. Of course, they knew there would be 
some waiting… but this wait was really long, late into the night. Eventually, they all fell asleep.  
 “That’s how it will be in the Kingdom of God,” Jesus says. “You will get tired of waiting, and you’ll 
fall asleep. You won’t mean to, but it will happen. You really should expect it.” 
 
 Which is something we don’t talk about all that much in the church, but apparently, we need to.  
Waiting in the absence of the groom is part of the deal.  
 
 You see, Christianity is not about hopping on a super train that will fast track you to the party. 
Waiting is where we spend most of our Christian life. And let’s be honest, none of us like waiting. 
 

I sure don’t. 
***** 

  This Friday morning, I was headed into the office early to finish writing my sermon. On the 
way, I stopped at Dunkin Donuts over on Manchester for a little early morning inspiration.  
 And if you’ve been there, you know that turning left out of that parking lot onto Manchester is 
really tricky. You have to avoid a median and all the morning traffic. So, they want you to go over Mason 
and use the stop light to turn left.  
 
 And since I got a ticket about 6 months ago for breaking a different left turn rule out of a parking 
lot, I figured I better do it like they suggest.  I exited out of the back corner of the parking lot, and got on 
Mason, and sat and waited at the light. 
 
 And I waited…  
 And after a while, I noticed a car ahead of me got out of the left turn lane and turned right 
instead. And I thought, “Well, I guess we have been waiting a while. But I’m sure it will turn soon.” 
 So, I waited…  
 and I waited… 
 And finally, another car turned out of the left turn lane and went right instead… and the 
Manchester traffic kept going. 
 
 “Well, this is getting ridiculous, but surely the light will change soon.” 
 So, I waited… but I started thinking about joining them. 
 I looked to see if any cars were coming behind me on my right side. Nope. 
 I looked back up at my stop light—still red. The Manchester light? – still green.   
 But surely, if I just wait a bit more, it will change. 
 
 More looking. More waiting. Nothing.  
 
 And the restlessness grew, and finally out of frustration I pulled over to the right turn lane and 
merged into traffic in the opposite direction that I wanted to go. 
 Then I tried turning left into one of the first parking lots to turn around. And as I did, I noticed all 
the traffic coming at me was slowing down. And sure enough, that darn light on Manchester had just 
turned red, and my old light had turned green…  
 and all the cars that had waited were going on! 
 And now I was stuck facing the wrong way, unable to turn around because of the wall of cars 
coming at me, and I was getting more and more frustrated! 
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 Of course, during all this I was trying to listen to my Pray As you Go, app., and I heard a voice in a 
British accent ask in the most mellow and reflective way, “Tell God what you feel about all this in your 
heart.” By that point, I had no idea what she was talking about, but I knew what I was feeling: “Irritated 
and impatient,” I said out loud.  
 
 That’s what waiting is often like, isn’t it? Especially when the wait is longer than we are prepared 
for.   
 
Whether you’re waiting in traffic, 
 or waiting for a new job, 
  or waiting for your 6-year-old to get their shoes and socks on, 
  or waiting for that next season in life, 
 or even… Waiting on God to show up in this world. 
 
 Sometimes, we just can’t wait any longer for the lights to change. So, we give up and head out in 
the opposite direction, hoping we can avoid all this waiting.  
 And even though it feels like we’re finally moving again, the truth is, we’re going the wrong way,  
 and pretty soon we’re stuck again,  
  even further from where we need to be…  
 while everyone else--who were more ready to wait than we were--   
  has already headed off to where we longed to go. 
  

***** 
 Jesus said there were 5 foolish bridesmaids and 5 wise ones. And all of them fell asleep because 
they had to wait so long. The only difference is that the wise ones knew it might be a long wait, and 
were prepared for that, but the foolish ones were not. 
 
 The wise ones brought extra oil.  So, their lamps did not burn out. 
  Once the groom came, 
  they were ready to join the party. 
 
 But the 5 foolish did not have extra oil.  Their lamps went out. So, they ended up turning right, 
heading out in the wrong direction, and missed the green light altogether.  
 They had to go out looking for more oil and ended up missing out on the banquet.  
 
 “This is how it will be with the Kingdom of God,” Jesus says. 
 There will be a lot that have said yes to the invitation. But not all will be prepared when the 
groom shows up.  

***** 
 It’s not a very happy or hopeful parable, is it?  
 It’s OK if you don’t like this one. 
 But it’s not OK to ignore it. 
 
  Because there’s going to be some waiting for you… There are going to be seasons when it seems 
like God’s been away for quite some time… and maybe we’ll even fall asleep to God in our lives. 
 
 But Jesus calls us to be ready for when God will show up again.  
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 Because it will happen. Again, and again… when you’re not even paying attention. God will show 
up in the very stuff of your life. 
 
 But you’ll miss out on it if you’re not ready for those encounters.  
 In fact, the only way to not miss them… is to tend the lamp of your soul. 
 
You’ve got to keep the flame from flickering out… 
 And that requires trimming the wick and gathering enough oil. 
Keeping your lamp burning is going to take some intentionality on your part.  
 It means being intentional with your waiting… 
  and intentional with your spiritual life,  
  not impulsively chasing after the faster moving lane.   
 In fact, it’s just the opposite.  
 It requires time and space… to be still and open. 
 
 In fact, time and space, together, is the oil that is needed. MaryKate Morse writes about how 
time and space are “[t]he primary ingredients for spiritual attentiveness…  
 Enough time is needed to experience rest and openness with God.” You have to take time.   
 “A quiet and reflective space is necessary to minimize distractions and allow the inner emotional 
psyche and spirit to surface. The Holy Spirit moves in us at those deeper levels.”1 You have to make 
space… 
 
 Otherwise you will miss the ways that God is showing up in your life.  
 Without time and space, you’ll be left in the outer darkness, missing out on the banquet of joy.  

***** 
 So, as we continue in our Lenten journeys, 
as we live into the long waiting between our betrothal and the great banquet, 
 let me encourage you to not neglect the oil of time and space. 
  
 If you want to encounter God, you have to develop spiritual attentiveness. 
 And the best way to do that, is to take time and space.  
  
 Together, they will help you keep your lamp burning bright enough to see the groom coming, 
 Together, they will keep your lamp burning long enough  
  to light your way to the joy of the wedding feast. 
 
 Amen. 
 
Silent Reflection: 
“The primary ingredients for spiritual attentiveness are time and space. Enough time is needed to 
experience rest and openness with God. A quiet and reflective space is necessary to minimize distractions 
and allow the inner emotional psyche and spirit to surface. The Holy Spirit moves in us at those deeper 
levels.”  ~MaryKate Morse 
 

                                                        
1 MaryKate Morse, Making Room for Leadership: Power, Space and Influence (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 

2008), 162–63.  


