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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for November 12, 2017 

Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 27 

 
THE READINGS 

First Reading: Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25 Alternate: Wisdom of Solomon 6:12 or Amos 5:18-24 
1 Then Joshua gathered all the tribes of Israel to Shechem, and summoned the elders, 

the heads, the judges, and the officers of Israel; and they presented themselves before God.   
2 And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Long ago your 
ancestors – Terah and his sons Abraham and Nahor – lived beyond the Euphrates and 
served other gods. 3 Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him 
through all the land of Canaan and made his offspring many. . . . 

14 “Now therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put 
away the gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the 
LORD.  15 Now if you are unwilling to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, 
whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the 
Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the 
LORD.”  

16 Then the people answered, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the LORD to 
serve other gods; 17 for it is the LORD our God who brought us and our ancestors up from 
the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, and who did those great signs in our sight. He 
protected us along all the way that we went, and among all the peoples through whom we 
passed; 18 and the LORD drove out before us all the peoples, the Amorites who lived in the 
land. Therefore we also will serve the LORD, for he is our God.”  

19 But Joshua said to the people, “You cannot serve the LORD, for he is a holy God. 
He is a jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions or your sins. 20 If you forsake the 
LORD and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm, and consume you, after 
having done you good.”  

21 And the people said to Joshua, “No, we will serve the LORD!”  

22 Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you 
have chosen the LORD, to serve him.”  

And they said, “We are witnesses.”  

23 He said, “Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and incline your 
hearts to the LORD, the God of Israel.”  

24 The people said to Joshua, “The LORD our God we will serve, and him we will 
obey.”  

25 So Joshua made a covenant with the people that day, and made statutes and 
ordinances for them at Shechem.  

Worth Noting: When the people said “the LORD our God we will serve,” they meant “we will be 
the slaves of the LORD,” just as they had been slaves of the gods of the Egyptians. That is 
“inclining your hearts,” your will, to the LORD. How does giving up your will to the LORD 
work? How would you know the Master’s orders?  
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Psalm 78:1-7 Alternate Wisdom of Solomon 6:17-20 or Psalm 70 
1 Give ear, O my people, to my teaching;  

incline your ears to the words of my mouth.  
2 I will open my mouth in a parable;  

I will utter dark sayings from of old,  
3 things that we have heard and known,  

that our ancestors have told us.  
4 We will not hide them from their children;  

we will tell to the coming generation  
the glorious deeds of the LORD, and his might,  

and the wonders that he has done.  
5 He established a decree in Jacob,  

and appointed a law in Israel,  
which he commanded our ancestors  

to teach to their children;  
6 that the next generation might know them,  

the children yet unborn,  
and rise up and tell them to their children,  

7 so that they should set their hope in God,  
and not forget the works of God,  

but keep his commandments;  

Worth Noting: Common in the Psalms is the sequence “I speak” – “we listen” as here in verses 1-2 
then 3-4. The “I” is a mortal, suggesting the story-teller listens to her own words. Have you ever 
surprised yourself by “sounding just like my mother”? That’s a case of listening to your own words. 
Are there words you speak that are hard to hear? Are there words you speak that surprise you with 
their insight? 

 
Second Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
 But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have died, 
so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 14 For since we believe that Jesus 
died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died.  15 

For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we   who are alive, who are left until 
the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. 16 For the Lord 
himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel's call and with the sound of God's 
trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first.   17 Then we who are 
alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in 
the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever. 18 Therefore  encourage one another with 
these words. 

Worth Noting: The Thessalonians understood that at Jesus’ Second Coming, Jesus would bring to 
salvation/paradise those followers still alive. Now 20 years after his death and resurrection, many 
faithful have died. What will become of them? Paul assures his companions that Christ will raise 
them from the dead and restore them to life before taking up the already alive. Have you ever 
envisioned the second coming? Do you hope to experience it before your bodily death?  
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Gospel: Matthew 25:1-13 

1 [Jesus spoke to his disciples] “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten 
bridesmaids took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. 2 Five of them were foolish, 
and five were wise. 3 When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; 4 but the 
wise took flasks of oil with their lamps. 5 As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became 
drowsy and slept. 6 But at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come 
out to meet him.’ 7 Then all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. 8 The foolish 
said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ 9 But the wise 
replied, ‘No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers 
and buy some for yourselves.’ 10 And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and 
those who were ready went with him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut.        
11 Later the other bridesmaids came also, saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ 12 But he replied, 
‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ 13 Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day 
nor the hour.” 
 

CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 
Entering into the Scriptures 

Matthew seems to find weddings less occasions for joy than opportunities for 
instruction. On October 15, the Lectionary provided the story of the wedding banquet at 
which one of those dragged in from the highways and byways was bound and cast out into 
the darkness for lack of a wedding garment. Now this story of the five bridesmaids who are 
out in the dark for lack of oil for their lamps. Neither parable easily fits the customs of 
Matthew’s time, particularly since a wedding was an occasion for a town-wide party and 
feast. No one should be left out.  

Nor do other Scriptures share the particular twist Matthew puts on weddings. Only 
Matthew tells the story of the five bridesmaids left. While Mark also records the parable of 
the wedding feast for the king’s son, he omits Matthew’s concluding detail of the man 
dressed improperly. In the Gospel of John Jesus saves the wedding hosts in Cana from 
embarrassment when he turns water into wine. Not for Jesus to let a party end early. 

Matthew used the comfortable, familiar setting of a wedding banquet to capture his 
audience’s attention, and then overturned their expectations to make an especially arresting 
point. Interpreters since Matthew have identified the bridegroom with Jesus. But this is not 
the Jesus of the famous painting knocking on the door which opens only from the inside. 
This is the bridegroom-Jesus who judges, and judges with rigor. Like the guest without 
proper clothes, the five foolish bridesmaids are not evil: They are foolish, bad planners, ill-
prepared. They really like the happy couple. To judge their behavior harshly is to be like the 
college instructor who gives the term paper an F if it’s an hour late. We expect Jesus to 
resemble the fifth-grade teacher who reprimands but does not flunk the unhappy student.   

 
What Time is It? 

 Thoughtful readers of Matthew conclude that the story of the ten maidens arose 
from a disagreement within Matthew’s community over the need to prepare for the Second 
Coming. Was the time near when Jesus would return to claim salvation for his followers? 
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Many, looking back at the apocalyptic rhetoric that lead to the disastrous Jewish war against 
Rome wished to downplay talk of the Messiah’s return. Others believed that the Second 
Coming might be imminent and preparations should be in hand. 
 Christians today also disagree about the timing of the Second Coming and the end of 
the world. Some point to “signs of the times” that presage these events. “Apocalyptic” 
Christians concentrate on repenting sins and purifying their lives. Even if the end of the 
world is not imminent, personal death and judgement are unpredictable and come “as the 
thief in the night” (Matthew 24:32).  
 Other Christians believe such behavior mistakenly ignores evils in the world, 
particularly insidiously unjust social systems. These social-justice Christians concentrate on 
enacting the Reign of God through actions here and now to prepare the world for the return 
of the Messiah.  

 
Prompting Conversations 

Matthew urges all to be prepared, and asks each Christian: What constitutes the oil of 
your lamp? What wedding garments shall you wear? How do you answer? 
We have defined the extremes of “apocalyptic” and “social justice” Christians. Most 
of us live somewhere in between. Where are you and where is your community on 
the spectrum? Is the Second Coming a matter of importance for you? 
Is the judgmental bridegroom-Jesus a familiar image for you? How do the art and 
architecture of your favorite place of worship reinforce or contradict this image? 
 

Dennis Haugh has enjoyed working with adult seekers for over 20 years. He aims 
to engage academic and general audiences for the New Testament. To hone his 
skills and burnish his credentials, he earned his PhD in Biblical Studies in the 
University of Denver/Iliff School of Theology joint program.  He appreciates any 
correspondence: dennishaugh2011@gmail.com. 
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