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Texts: Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25; Psalm 78:1-7; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; and 
Matthew 25:1-13

Stitched in a small frame in the homes I grew up in was that verse – 
“Choose this day whom you will serve…as for me and my house, we will serve 
the Lord.”

In the home of my teenage years, it was at the top of the stairs just out-
side my bedroom. When I walked up the stairs at night after having come 
home too late, there it was, looking at me in the face! 

Confirmation may have been the first time it occurred to me. I don’t 
know. It may have been the first time it occurred to me that I had a choice 
about faith. 

It was during my confirmation preparation time. Confirmation is a for-
mal season of preparation which began in the early ancient church. This sea-
son of teaching and experiences helped a person to understand the basic foun-
dations of the Christian story and what it would mean to choose a life in the 
way of Jesus. 

We hold confirmation classes here for youth, but they can be offered for 
all ages. 

I went through the confirmation experience as a 12-year-old at Glen-
wood UMC in Tyler, Texas. When we came to that confirmation Sunday we 
were asked the questions of faith.

In essence we were being asked to choose that day whom we would 
serve.

As my pastor worked his way down the line with us, it occurred to me 
that I could say no although I didn’t plan to. In fact, I was quite excited to say 
yes.

But it was a real choice offered to me. It didn’t mean I knew exactly what 
I was getting myself into or what this all meant. It didn’t mean that every ques-
tion was answered or every mystery solved; it was a commitment to say yes 
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to the God who said yes to me at baptism. It was a chance to prepare myself to 
serve Christ.

A couple of years later, I was attending a youth rally in my hometown. It 
was not at my church and had a decidedly different feel to it than I was used to. 

There was music and preaching and lots of pressure. And it all culminat-
ed in the invitation for people to make a choice to serve God. But the method 
and delivery of this invitation was off-putting to me. As piles of people went 
forward, I held fast in my seat as a sign of protest for these pressure tactics. It 
felt coerced, manipulated, and I felt put on the spot. 

I am sure many of you have had that experience, too. 
For the people of Israel it is a choice for them and their households. I 

don’t know if this was more like confirmation experience than the revival. It 
has been a long season of build up, but the pressure seems pretty heavy. Their 
ancestors have traveled a long way to get to this point. They have gone to the 
brink with God, battled each other and battled others. 

Here they are at this ceremony and their land is allotted and life in the 
promised land is beginning again. 

As with any beginning moment, choices seem clearest and their leader 
poses them the question – who are you going to serve? 

And then the hard-to-stomach parable from Matthew where some are 
ready for the groom (read Jesus) and some are not. Is this parable like the re-
vival I reacted so negatively to?

Are there really people on the inside and some on the out? 
Is the door to the kingdom of God really shut? 
Am I in? 
Is my loved one in?
These readings are in some ways about choices we make.
I have to say I have come to understand that faith choices arise out of 

different experiences. I have seen too many powerful and redemptive choices 
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made in revivals to be dismissive of them and I have seen the same in confir-
mation experiences to be dismissive of them. 

Our lectionary editors have placed this parable from Jesus with Joshua 
this week, I think, to make sure we take seriously the personal decisions of 
faithfulness.

Joshua challenged the people to decide. Will they choose the God who 
chose them and liberated them from slavery or will they choose another life?

Half of the bridesmaids are ready for the groom (read Jesus’ coming) 
and the others were not.

One writer drew a parallel for me that was helpful:
“Just as you can copy a friend’s math homework, but you cannot 
transmit the hours of studying he put in understanding all the 
steps in the process. Just as a surgeon may successfully transplant 
a heart from one body to another, but can never transfer its origi-
nal recipient’s love for her children, or her passion for crossword 
puzzles and gardening. There are some kinds of preparation we 
can only do for ourselves, spiritual reserves that no one else can 
build up for us. It’s something we each have to receive, cherish, 
and deepen in our own souls for ourselves.”

Ancient Rabbi Eliezer taught his students, “Repent one day before your 
death.” 

One of them then asked, “How will we know when that day is?” 
To which he replied, “All the more reasons to repent today, lest you die 

tomorrow.”
It is somewhat trite but absolutely true: no day is promised to us, dear 

friends. No moment is promised. There is no better day than today to make 
your life count.

There are lots of gods we can serve and we do. You know them. We 
don’t call them gods, but we worship them in so many ways — the way we 
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talk about them, how we value them, how much time and money we spend on 
them.

Choose this day, not tomorrow or the next day, not when the kids are 
back or when they are grown or when I’m retired. Choose this day, every day, 
again and again – whom we will serve.

We have windows in time, you know. We only have short windows to get 
right with each other, with God.

We all know what it means to run out of oil. It’s fairly simple. I like the 
other parallels one preacher drew: 

“When the arrow on the gas tank points to empty, you are going to 
run out of gas. If a two-year-old doesn’t get a nap, she is going to 
crash. When you haven’t had a conversation with your spouse in 
three weeks that hasn’t revolved around carpooling logistics, your 
marriage is getting dry. If you have worked eighty-hour weeks for 
longer than you care to know, your relationships are going to suf-
fer. It’s not really something any of us can avoid. There are some 
kinds of fuel that just are not negotiable; and if you eat junk food 
for twenty years, your body is going to let you know about it.”

There are also some kinds of oil you can’t borrow from anyone else. 
There are some kinds of preparation we can only do for ourselves. There are 
some reserves that no one else can build up for us. You can’t borrow someone 
else’s peace of mind or their passion for God. You can’t say to your friend, “You 
have such a happy marriage, don’t you? Could you give me some of that?” It 
doesn’t work. You have to prepare yourself. 

And I think that’s one of the hardest things about this parable. The time 
will come when you have to draw on the oil you have, not anyone else’s. And it 
isn’t going to come from your pension account, and it isn’t going to come from 
your good intentions and your long-range plans; it’s going to come from what 
you have stored up. 
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Maybe these sorts of stories serve to give us a gut check. How deep is 
your well, how low is your tank? Whatever metaphor works for you!  

My hunch is many of you are dry as a bone. And maybe you don’t know 
why or how it started or what. And the tendency is often to externalize — it’s 
my job, it’s my spouse, it’s the money, it’s something else — when so often it is 
our own lamp, unready for when the night falls.

When that night comes, we need a light ready to go.
And how do we store up? Run to the book shelf for the latest whatever 

diet, routine, app for your smart phone. whatever? Some of that may be help-
ful, but we’ll need to reach back a little farther for this kind of oil: HOPE.

The Thessalonians heard it. They were going through hard times and 
were reminded that they are not without hope – and neither are we.

One way of fostering hope is what our spiritual grandparent John Wesley 
called the means of grace, the primary of which is worship. So, you’ve made a 
good choice to be here today. 

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.


