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Semper paratus
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In omnia paratus

Prepared for anything
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1: Introduction
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Whether we know it or not, we humans are always getting ready, trying to prepare for whatever may be coming next. We’re getting ready for school, for work, for the Thanksgiving trip to Grandma’s house. We prepare for all the tasks and responsibilities of being a grown-up, whether the weekly routine of taking out the trash or the seasonal tasks like installing your car’s snow tires. Then there’s that moment that in one form or another comes to all of us: preparing for our end, when a doctor may tell us, “I’m sorry but it’s time to put your affairs in order. There’s nothing more we can do for you.”

For Christians, though, this perpetual need for getting ready takes on a different dimension. We frame “getting ready” or “preparing” in the light of God’s presence and direction in our lives. And that makes a world of difference. So, the Christian college student seeking God’s will pursues a major that she thinks will best equip her to serve God’s Kingdom upon graduation. The Christian businessman will bring his faith to bear on every aspect of his dealings, with customers, employees, suppliers, and even the tax authorities. The Christian medical practitioner sees each patient not just as another statistic, but as one of God’s own children, deserving of the respect and dignity that God Himself accords that person.

This book, then, is about how Christians, in all walks of life and at all stages of their Christian journey, are to live distinctively because of a simple reality: God expects us, at every moment, to be ready to “live Christianly,” whether it is in the routine moments or the unexpected ones. God requires of us a mindset of being always prepared to live as His people, and to be prepared for anything.

Nothing makes this clearer than Jesus’ own words, in the parable of the bridesmaids and the lamps, (Mt. 25:1-13), a curious story that we’ll explore presently. In addition, Jesus tells us that we cannot know the hour of His return and therefore always need to be ready: “So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect Him.” (Mt. 24:44)

But what does being “ready” or “prepared” entail for Christians? Embedded in this question are numerous related ones, such as:

	What precisely do we mean by “readiness”? 

	How do we attain such “readiness”? 

	What exactly are we to be ready for? 

	Is readiness an all-or-nothing condition, as the parable of the bridesmaids suggests, or can we be partly or “sort of” ready? 

	Are there lessons to be learned from Jesus’ life and His own preparation for His ministry?

	And two ultimate questions, which are inextricably linked: How do I get ready for Jesus’ second coming or, if I should die before His return, how do I prepare for my life’s end?


No matter where you are in your Christian journey, this book offers reflections on these questions, among others, to help you better assess what kind and level of readiness God expects of you in your walk with Him.

~~~~~
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All Scripture references are from the New International Version of the Bible, except where noted otherwise. Then there is the issue of inclusive language. Some quotes use “man,” “mankind” and so on when referring to people in general. These quotes reflect earlier usage which characterizes contemporary English less and less. In keeping with this volume’s commitment to present all sources as accurately as possible, I have included these entries with their original wording.​[1]

My goal is to provide an array of fresh insights into our faith via the twin concepts of readiness and preparedness. How to use this book? You can dip into it wherever you want, reading the entries in whatever sequence you like. You may want to use these for your personal devotions. If you do, consider writing a brief response to each entry, especially in conjunction with other elements of your devotional time, such as prayer or Bible reading. 

These entries may occasionally interpret Scripture differently from your own understanding. If that occurs, feel free to rely on your understanding of these Bible passages. But please don’t let any such differences distract you from an entry’s main point. 

It’s my hope that the insights that follow will enrich your own faith and help you to share the marvelous riches of God’s Kingdom with those whose lives you will touch. 
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2: The Ten Bridesmaids
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As a young boy in South Africa, I was a cub scout for a few years. One of the requirements at our weekly meetings was to have what was called a tickey, a small three-penny coin smaller than the US dime. The reason? That was the coin needed in the 1950s to make a call from a public telephone. As part of the scouting emphasis on always needing to “be prepared,” we needed that tickey because you never knew when you might have to phone home. As I recall, I never had to use that tickey. But there was a certain satisfaction knowing I had one on hand if I needed it.

For much different reasons, we Christians ought also to be prepared, an idea Jesus drove home powerfully in His parable of the ten virgins or bridesmaids. As recounted in Matthew 25, Jesus’ story highlights the contrasting states of readiness of two groups of women awaiting the groom’s arrival. Their role was to accompany the groom with their lights—long poles with oil-soaked rags set alight, to illumine the way for the groom and his entourage. The oil in these lamps, according to the New International Version study notes, needed replenishing about every fifteen minutes.

As this short story unfolds, the hour gets later and all ten women fall asleep. But then comes the word that jars them into wakefulness. The bridegroom has arrived: “Come out to meet him!” Then we get to the crux of the parable. Five of the bridesmaids shake off their sleepiness, and ready themselves to accompany the bridegroom to the wedding banquet. The other five, however, don’t have enough oil. Unprepared, they ask the others to share what they have, only to be rebuffed and told to go to their local oil sellers to top up their supplies. By the time they get to the banquet hall, the door’s already shut and despite their pleas to be allowed in, the parable concludes with the sobering statement by the bridegroom: “Truly, I tell you, I don’t know you.”’

The early church saw this parable as an admonition to Jesus’ followers always to be ready for His return. That lesson is equally applicable to Christians today. While contemporary Christians, at least in the West, typically don’t live in the expectation of Jesus’ imminent return, if this parable were not enough incentive to do so, there are numerous passages elsewhere in the New Testament testifying that Jesus will return. In Matthew’s gospel alone, for example, Jesus refers to His return nearly a dozen times.​[2]

Besides being ready for Jesus’ return, and not slacking off in our discipleship, what else can Christians today learn from this parable? We can identify six lessons.

First, there’s the obvious point that these ten bridesmaids had no doubt that the groom would come. That wasn’t at issue, even for the unprepared ones. The great unknown, however, was when. Some churches may go to what we think are extremes in obsessing over Jesus’ return, even to the point of working out complex timetables and predictions of exactly when the second coming will occur. Flawed though these obsessive approaches may be, it’s also likely that many of us err in the opposite direction and downplay Jesus’ return, perhaps seeing it as some distant possibility rather than a firm promise. We may well need more of the bridesmaids’ conviction and certainty that their groom would indeed show up.

Second, it’s noteworthy that as the evening got later and later, the bridesmaids all fell asleep. But notice that Jesus doesn’t suggest that they are at fault for doing so. He doesn’t expect of us supra-human discipleship; we get tired, hungry, thirsty. He too got so exhausted that He could sleep through a storm on the Sea of Galilee. Instead, the issue is that when woken, half of them rubbed the sleep out of their eyes, perhaps took a quick bathroom break, and readied their lamps so they could play their crucial role in the wedding. The New Jerome Bible Commentary notes that “[A]bsolute vigilance is not so much the point as readiness.”​[3]

The unwillingness of the prepared bridesmaids to share with the others is our third point. At first glance, this seems selfish and even harsh. However, commentators tend to agree that this aspect of the story isn’t about sharing or selfishness. Rather, it’s emphasizing the need for us to have an individual relationship with God. As William Barclay puts it, “A man cannot borrow a relationship with God; he must possess it for himself.”​[4] The five wise bridesmaids were aware of their obligations to the groom, something they could not afford to undercut by sharing their oil. We don’t know why the five unprepared bridesmaids had not planned ahead. But that is not the point of the parable, which is instead to emphasize the need for preparedness—something that the five negligent young women had failed in.

The fourth lesson relates to the element of surprise and the late hour of the groom’s arrival. The groom comes at midnight, the darkest hour and least expected time. Who is up and about at that hour? Surely only those set on robbery or other wrongdoing. Yet it is at this totally unpredictable time that the groom shows up. 

In Matthew chapters 24 and 25 Jesus speaks about our need to anticipate and be ready for His second coming. For some of us, though, we may not have experienced His “first coming” in our lives, a lack that can be addressed by opening ourselves to His call and claim on our lives. Whether it is for this first encounter with Jesus, or for subsequent ones with Him as we walk beside Him in faith, we do well to remember that Jesus is the one who may come at the midnight of our lives, when we least expect His arrival.

That brings us to our fifth point. Being responsive to Jesus and the call of the Holy Spirit in our lives may not be easy. Even the wise bridesmaids would probably have preferred to go on sleeping, rather than heading out at midnight to serve the bridegroom. Craig Barnes warns us that opening ourselves to the Holy Spirit’s leading comes with a risk: “The sudden arrival of the Holy Spirit into our lives is never what we had in mind. What we had in mind was a source of hope that was a little less painful and permitted us a whole lot more control. We didn’t plan on loss, embarrassment or failure. We didn’t plan on not reaching our dreams.”​[5] Well, not always. But readiness may lead us, with some reluctance, to places or involve tasks in God’s service that we had never anticipated. The “how” and “when” of God’s call may, as it was for the wise bridesmaids, not be our preferred way of doing things. The foolish ones, sadly, paid a severe price for letting the groom down at the critical moment. Their actions disappointed the groom to the point that they were excluded from the banquet.

The sixth and final lesson is perhaps the most intriguing. It concerns the focus of the ten bridesmaids: the arrival of the groom and the banquet that would follow, are both “good things,” eagerly anticipated. Often when we focus on preparedness or planning, we emphasize the bad things that can happen. For example, it’s prudent (and usually required by law) to have car and homeowner’s insurance, to protect us if bad things happen. And if we’re forward-thinking, we prepare for possible power outages, or other emergencies that can arise without warning. These are all negative scenarios that call for common sense actions in advance to cover “maybe” situations and lessen the toll they may take on us.

However, the contrast with the ten bridesmaids’ situation is dramatic. Far from preparing to mitigate possible damage, they had the opportunity to prepare for something positive and eagerly awaited: their participation in the wedding proceedings. Those events were highly positive occasions in that culture—and ours as well, of course. 

Their preparations were in anticipation of joy, as are ours when we get ready for positive events, like weddings, graduation ceremonies, or milestone birthdays. It’s easy and obvious that these kinds of upcoming good things call for thinking ahead and preparedness. It’s much harder to be ready for good things that are unexpected. Yet that is precisely the optimistic, positive outlook on every area of life that should characterize each Christian. No, we’re not talking about a Pollyannaish, naïve or even self-deluding view of life that foolishly disregards life’s hardships. Instead, the orientation of each Christian should be around a joyful recognition that God is in control of everything and that in the long run everything will work out well. As Paul puts it, “[W]e know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” (Rom. 8:28). Likewise, we have the assurance that God is interested in every detail of our lives, as Jesus assures us in Matthew 10:30: “And even the very hairs of your head are numbered.” With that assurance of God’s care for us, both in the short term and long term, we ought to be living lives expectant of good.

~~~~~
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Notwithstanding these six lessons, Jesus adds a footnote to the parable that drives home the main point, in case we’ve missed it: “Therefore keep watch because you do not know the day or the hour.” (Mt. 25:13) It is noteworthy that this parable is reinforcing Jesus’ warnings about preparedness for His return that were outlined in the previous chapter in Matthew. Here He foreshadows in virtually identical wording the need for readiness when He says: “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.” (Mt. 24:42)

How, though, does God expect us to emulate the behavior of the five wise bridesmaids? There are at least two ways, of equal importance. First, Jesus has a general expectation that His disciples will behave Christianly at all times, oriented to honoring Him and not bringing embarrassment or shame to His cause and His Kingdom. Then there’s also the more general attitude we see in the wise bridesmaids: a readiness and openness to action, at any moment. Not only did they act when called upon to do so, they were ready. So too with us. At least in theory, we need to be oriented toward Jesus’ call, at a moment’s notice, to act in His service. It could be as simple as helping out a neighbor who has a sudden baby-sitting crisis, or as life-changing as answering God’s call into pastoral or mission work. Like the wise bridesmaids, we have no doubt that responding to God’s call will be both the obedient and fulfilling thing to do. 

Which brings us to the crucial question, on which we will focus for the rest of this book: “What kind of readiness does God expect of us to do justice to His invitation to attend His heavenly banquet?”

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ALWAYS READY






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
AN

M? Zion Ridge Press
Books OFf the Beaten Path





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





