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“People don't plan to fail they fail to plan.”  That is a word to the wise I once 

heard from—an insurance agent.  I’m sure you’ve heard it too in other 

contexts. 

And there is truth in the statement.  People often dream, but don’t prepare.  

You see this with things like retirement where people want to retire 

early, but just never get around to actually setting up and putting 

money regularly into an investment or savings plan until late in life. 

Of course, for those living at low income levels that can be a challenge even 

with the best of intentions, but for most middle-class families it’s a 

matter of choice: how much to spend on things now vs. putting aside 

for the future.   

And it’s easy to question other people’s spending or savings habits as wise 

or foolish, but generally it is best to reserve *judgment*.   

At one end are those who eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow they may 

die—but they don’t and end up in financial straits. 

At the other end of the spectrum Charles Dickens’ Ebenezer Scrooge who 

spent nothing—for himself or others—but just saved for a vague 

future that never comes. 

Which leads to another piece of advice:  

 “Plan like you will live forever, live like you will die tomorrow.” 

Now your reaction to that maybe be like mine—what the heck does that 

mean?  Plan like you will live forever, but live like you will die 

tomorrow?  So, save all your money so you have enough in 

retirement, but spend it all today because tomorrow you may die? 

As oxymoronic as it sounds, that is what today’s scripture passages imply. 
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Today’s epistle lesson is from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians and is 

considered first book of the New Testament to be recorded.  It was 

probably written in the year 50 or so, about 20 years after Jesus 

crucifixion and resurrection.   

In today’s passage Paul is responding to Thessalonians’ concern about 

those who have “fallen asleep” (that have died) before the Jesus’ 

return and worrying if they’ve missed their chance to be in the new 

kingdom if Jesus shows up tomorrow and they’ll be separated from 

their loved ones for eternity. 

 The word used is “coming”.  The Greek word for it is Parousia [puh-ROO-

zee-uh], which literally means “the personal presence” and was used 

for the royal visit of a king.  So, the people aren’t just asking when 

Jesus is “coming”; they’re wondering when Christ the King will return 

in glory—what people call “the Second Coming.” 

Paul assures them when Jesus comes that all will be “caught up” together—

the living and the dead.  More accurately, they will be “snatched up”, 

quickly and decisively.  When the Bible was translated into Latin the 

word used was rapere from which we get the English word, “rapture.”   

Now in the past 60 years “Second Coming” and “Rapture” have become a 

whole “thing”, but the message in this passage is not to give the 

particulars on the mechanics of it, but to encourage the anxious 

Thessalonians that whenever and however Christ comes, don’t 

worry—he will grab them all whether living or dead. 

A similar concern shows up in the gospel lesson.  Though the gospels are 

about Jesus time on earth as person, they were written much later.  
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Matthew was written probably sometime after the year 80, so 30 to 

40 years after the epistle to the Thessalonians. 

 Thus, Matthew is writing for a people even more anxious than the 

Thessalonians since the Parousia, the Coming, still had not occurred.  

Today’s passage continues from the previous chapter with yet another 

parable to the disciples’ request, “Tell us, when and what will be the 

sign of your coming—the Parousia—and of the end of the age.”  

The parable, which is Donna’s bread-and-butter story, has ten bridesmaids 

waiting for a bridegroom with lit lamps.  The bridegroom is delayed 

and they all fall asleep with their lamps dimly lit.  When he shows up 

the “wise” bridesmaids use the extra oil they brought to keep their 

lamps lit for the processional while the “foolish” ones cannot.  The 

ones with extra oil apparently have none to spare and tell the others 

to go and buy some, which somehow at midnight they are able to do.  

But when they come back everyone is inside and the door shut.  They 

call out “ ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ But the bridegroom replies, ‘Truly I 

tell you, I do not know you.’ ”  Jesus concludes with “Keep awake 

therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.” 

But why such harsh treatment?  What distinguishes the bridesmaids, even 

as an allegory?  All were dutifully waiting for the bridegroom and 

therefore “good people”.  All fell asleep.  The ones that needed extra 

oil went and got more and came back, so they weren’t “faithless.”   

The only difference is some weren’t prepared.  They weren’t prepared for 

the bridegroom’s delay.  In the business world we would say they 

were reactive instead of proactive. 
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While our translation has Jesus saying, “Keep awake, therefore”, it might be 

better rendered as “be vigilant.”   

Some people today have become caught up in trying to determine the day 

and the hour of the Second Coming and the Rapture to the exclusion 

of being prepared.  

The parousia is not a one-time event at some “end point” but rather a 

continuous event that involves us, the community of Christ, in our 

baptismal vocation: living in the light of the cross, in mercy not 

judgment. The parousia is now not about a far-off event but Christ's 

continual presence with us through all of our waiting. 

Still, as the time has grown long since the “first coming,” there is a 

tendency, after 2000 years, to doubt in the whole idea of a Parousia—

a coming, a presence—thus making Christian hope seem foolish.  

The “Second Coming” as many people portray it sounds like a hope for God 

to send Jesus again, and it implies that the time between the first and 

second comings is just an open space, rather than spirit-filled time of 

action that Jesus and Paul saw it to be. 

This Coming or full presence of Christ is the culmination that Christians 

since the Thessalonians have been awaiting of the power of Christ and 

the Spirit bringing them into right relationship with the one true God 

and their neighbor in righteousness and justice, in holiness and love.  

The presence they were preparing for then and we now is the fruition of this 

love of God manifested and transformative in our communities; a 

time in which, finally, God will be all in all.  

Thus, we can plan like we will live forever and live like we will die tomorrow 

because every day we are vigilant in being followers of Christ in all 



“Wise or Foolish” 

Sermon – November 8, 2020 Stone Presbyterian Church 

R0 srl  5 

that we do and say and do so with joy in the grace and mercy of God 

and with expectant hope and patience, wisely knowing that “the 

coming” is *any* time.   

It’s like the time a man asked God, “God, how long is a million years to 

you?” 

God answered, “A million years is like a minute.” 

Then the man asked, “So then God, how much is a million dollars to you?” 

And God replied, “A million dollars is like a penny.” 

The man slyly asked, “God, may I have a penny?”  

God smiled and said, “In a minute.”  

A word to the wise. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 


