
Whether in the ancient world of Jesus’ day or in today’s world, 
weddings are occasions of great joy. One of the privileges of being 
a pastor is getting to be a part of weddings. I’ve been involved in 
large and elaborate weddings of several hundred people, as well 
DV�LQ�VPDOO�DQG�VLPSOH�ZHGGLQJV�RI�MXVW�ğYH�RU�VL[��,łYH�RIğFLDWHG�
weddings in churches, backyards, wineries, grand hotels, living 
rooms and beaches. It doesn’t matter where they are or how 
much they cost, they’re always a celebration. 

This has always been true. In Jesus’ day the wedding celebration 
lasted an entire week. Friends and relatives were given time off 
work so they could enjoy the festivities. It’s not all that much 
different today. A recent survey revealed the average wedding 
in America today costs $28,000. But, unlike today, in Bible times 
the groom’s family was responsible to pay for the whole thing. 
Having paid for two daughters to get married, I think I was born 
in the wrong place and the wrong time!

This morning we come to a parable about the time leading up 
to a week-long wedding celebration that would involve an entire 
Palestinian village. It’s an event everyone has been waiting and 
preparing for: mothers and fathers, aunts and uncles, brothers 
and sisters, not to mention the bride and groom and their at-
tendants. But in the story, something goes terribly wrong. Listen 
as I read Matthew 25:1–13.

“At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like 
ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to 
meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish 
DQG� ğYH� ZHUH� ZLVH�� 7KH� IRROLVK� RQHV� WRRN� WKHLU�
ODPSV�EXW�GLG�QRW�WDNH�DQ\�RLO�ZLWK�WKHP��7KH�ZLVH�
ones, however, took oil in jars along with their 
ODPSV��7KH�EULGHJURRP�ZDV�D�ORQJ�WLPH�LQ�FRPLQJ��
DQG�WKH\�DOO�EHFDPH�GURZV\�DQG�IHOO�DVOHHS�

bŃ$W�PLGQLJKW�WKH�FU\�UDQJ�RXW�� Ł+HUHłV�WKH�EULGH-
JURRP��&RPH�RXW�WR�PHHW�KLP�ł

Ń7KHQ�DOO� WKH�YLUJLQV�ZRNH�XS�DQG�WULPPHG�WKHLU�
ODPSV��7KH�IRROLVK�RQHV�VDLG�WR�WKH�ZLVH�� Ł*LYH�XV�
VRPH�RI�\RXU�RLO��RXU�ODPSV�DUH�JRLQJ�RXW�ł

ŃŁ1R�ł� WKH\�UHSOLHG�� ŁWKHUH�PD\�QRW�EH�HQRXJK�IRU�
both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil 
DQG�EX\�VRPH�IRU�\RXUVHOYHV�ł

“But while they were on their way to buy the oil, 
WKH� EULGHJURRP� DUULYHG�� 7KH� YLUJLQV� ZKR� ZHUH�
ready went in with him to the wedding banquet. 
And the door was shut.

Ń/DWHU�WKH�RWKHUV�DOVR�FDPH��Ł/RUG��/RUG�ł�WKH\�VDLG��
ŁRSHQ�WKH�GRRU�IRU�XV�ł

Ń%XW�KH�UHSOLHG��Ł7UXO\�,�WHOO�\RX��,�GRQłW�NQRZ�\RX�ł

Ń7KHUHIRUH�NHHS�ZDWFK��EHFDXVH�\RX�GR�QRW�NQRZ�
the day or the hour.”

The Context of this Parable Reveals it is About the 
Lord’s Return
,Q�H[DPLQLQJ�D�VWRU\�OLNH�WKLV��ZH�VKRXOG�DOZD\V�ORRN�DW�WKH�FRQ-
WH[W� LQ�ZKLFK� LW�ZDV� WROG�� ,Q� WKH�FKDSWHU�EHIRUH� WKLV�� -HVXV�ZDV�
talking about his own return and the events leading up to it. He 
described things like the Great Tribulation and the rise of the 
$QWLFKULVW��+H�DOVR�VDLG�QR�RQH��QRW�HYHQ�KH�NQRZV�WKH�H[DFW�WLPH�
of his return. Because of that, we need to be ready; we need to 
be prepared and watchful. Just before this parable he told a story 
about a wicked servant who was put in charge of his master’s 
KRXVH�ZKLOH�KH�ZDV�JRQH��+H�ğJXUHG�KLV�PDVWHU�ZRXOG�EH�DZD\�
a long time so he sat around and boozed it up and mistreated his 
IHOORZ�VHUYDQWV��%XW� WKH�PDVWHU�FDPH�KRPH�XQH[SHFWHGO\��VDZ�
what he’d been doing, and threw him out. Jesus said, “Therefore 
keep watch, because you don’t know on what day your Lord will 
return” (24:42). This is pretty much the same thing he said at the 
end of this parable in verse 13. But there’s a slight difference. The 
problem of the wicked servant was the surprisingly quick return 
of his master for which he wasn’t ready, but in this story about 
the ten maidens the problem is one of delay. Five of these young 
ladies weren’t ready because of the long delay of the groom. 

The Parable Takes Place at a Middle Eastern 
Wedding Feast
7KLV� ğWV� ZLWK� ZKDW� ZH� NQRZ� DERXW�0LGGOH� (DVWHUQ�ZHGGLQJV�
of that day. The delay of the bridegroom was not unusual. Let 
PH�H[SODLQ��$V�,�VDLG��LQ�-HVXVł�GD\�ZHGGLQJV�ZHUH�D�ZHHN�ORQJ�
celebration. It all started when the groom would come with 
his groomsmen to the bride’s home to bring her back to their 
new home. This event was surrounded with great pageantry 
and drama. The bride would ask a number of her friends to be 
what we call bridesmaids. Their job was to wait with her for the 
groom to arrive and be part of this joyous procession with the 
bride and groom from her old house to her new house. This pro-
cession always took place at night, so part of what these brides-
maid did was carry lamps or torches to light the way. One of 
the things that made all of this so fun was that the bride didn’t 
NQRZ�H[DFWO\�ZKHQ�WKH�JURRP�ZRXOG�DUULYH�DW�KHU�KRPH�ZLWK�KLV�
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friends. Sometimes this was because last minute negotiations 
were being made between the respective families concerning 
the terms of the marriage.

But you can see in this particular wedding the groom was espe-
cially delayed in getting to the bride’s home, and so all the brides-
maids fell asleep. That wasn’t the real problem though. The real 
SUREOHP�ZDV�ğYH�RI�WKHP�GLGQłW�EULQJ�HQRXJK�RLO�WR�NHHS�WKHLU�
ODPSV�OLW�WKURXJK�WKH�QLJKW��6R�ZKHQ�WKH�JURRP�ğQDOO\�VKRZHG�
up they weren’t prepared to do their job and lead the procession 
back to the groom’s house, and they paid dearly for that. Their 
lack of preparation would keep them from entering into the joy 
of the wedding feast. 

What does our Lord want us to learn from this parable?

Each of Our Stories Will End with an Encounter 
with Jesus
One of the things we learn here is how each of our stories will 
HQG��(DFK�ZLOO�HQG�ZLWK�D�SHUVRQDO�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�-HVXV�&KULVW��
He’s the bridegroom. He’s the One we’re waiting for. Jesus stands 
at the end of history. It’s like we know the end even before we 
get there.

Lynn and I have always enjoyed watching mystery movies. What 
we’ve learned is there are really two ways these stories develop. 
One way is for the person who did it to not be revealed until 
the end of the story. The crucial piece of information is with-
KHOG�XQWLO�D�ğQDO�FRXUWURRP�FRQIHVVLRQ�LV�PDGH�� OLNH�LQ�WKH�ROG�
Perry Mason TV shows. But there’s another way to tell the story, 
and that’s when you see the crime in the opening scene of the 
movie so you know who did it from the start. The drama and 
tension in the rest of the movie is to watch how some detec-
WLYH�RU�ODZ\HU�ğJXUHV�RXW�ZKR�GLG�LW�DQG�KROGV�KLP�DFFRXQWDEOH��
Some of you may recall that’s how the old Columbo TV shows 
used to be written. 

The question is, what kind of story is your story and my story? 
This parable tells us something about the end of our story. 
Whatever else happens along the way, we’ll end there, before 
the bridegroom. That can help us in a couple of ways. If you’re 
in right relationship with him, that can give you courage. If you 
know how the story ends with him welcoming you into the wed-
ding feast, you can face whatever comes your way. It’s like when 
\RX�KRS�RQ�D�UROOHU�FRDVWHU��<RX�FDQ�KRS�RQ�ZLWK�FRQğGHQFH�DQG�
courage because despite all the twists and turns and loops you 
know you’re going to arrive safely back where you started. If you 
know the end, then the operation you may be facing, or the job 
loss you just encountered, or the trouble you’re having with your 
child, can all be endured. I may not know the partial endings to 
all these mini-stories in my life, but I know the ending to the big 
story and that gives me courage. To know the end can also give 
us balance. Without this vision of the end, we tend to live unbal-
anced lives. What I mean by that is we place ultimate value on 

that which really only has relative value. We make idols out of 
things like work and success and even relationships. Good things 
that are in fact gifts from God become things we cling to for 
VHFXULW\�DQG�VLJQLğFDQFH��%XW�ZKHQ�ZH�UHDOL]H�LQ�WKH�HQG�QRQH�RI�
those things will matter we can put them in proper perspective.

For Some the End Will be an Occasion of Remorse 
and Sorrow
But in this story it’s also clear not everyone’s story will end well. 
Five of the bridesmaids weren’t prepared for the coming of 
the groom. For some reason, they didn’t plan on him taking so 
long. It’s not that they didn’t care about the bridegroom; they 
just weren’t ready for the long wait through the night and were 
caught off guard when he showed up, without enough oil to 
light their lamps. Later, after the joyful procession had left and 
entered the groom’s house, they were kept out of the wedding 
feast. They were too late. The door was shut and despite their 
pleading they weren’t allowed in.

One of the things we can learn from this is his coming will seem 
delayed to us. It will seem to take an awful long time for him to 
VKRZ�XS��7KURXJKRXW�KLVWRU\�SHRSOH�KDYH�PRFNHG�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�
IDLWK�EHFDXVH�GHVSLWH�RXU�H[SHFWDWLRQV�IRU�-HVXV�WR�FRPH�DW�DQ\�
time he still hasn’t shown up for over 2000 years. But Jesus 
warns us ahead of time in this story there will be a long delay 
and we must be prepared for that.

Sadly, the parable tells us there will be some who won’t be pre-
pared for the long wait. They’ll be caught off guard when the 
critical moment comes and it will be too late to do anything 
about it. Then there will be a separation between the wise and 
the foolish. There’s no getting around this. We might like to think 
God is so merciful that somehow they’ll get a second chance, 
but Jesus leaves no room for that here. Tennyson wrote a poem 
about the terrible reality of being late to the wedding feast: 

Late, late, so late! and dark the night and chill!

Late, late, so late! but we can enter still.

Too late, too late! you cannot enter now. 

No light had we: for that we do repent;

And learning this, the bridegroom will relent.

Too late, too late! you cannot enter now. 

No light: so late! and dark and chill the night!

2��OHW�XV�LQ��WKDW�ZH�PD\�ğQG�WKH�OLJKW�

Too late, too late: you cannot enter now. 

Have we not heard the bridge groom is so sweet?

O, let us in, tho’ late, to kiss his feet!

No, no, too late! you cannot enter now.



That’s a haunting poem but it communicates something of the 
sorrow and remorse of those who aren’t prepared to meet the 
bridegroom. They’re too late because they aren’t prepared.

Despite the Long Wait We Must be Prepared Now
We don’t know when he’ll return. Peter once wrote, “But do not 
forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a 
thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day” (2 Peter 
3:8). The wise virgins were prepared for the groom’s arrival. 
They’d brought enough oil to last through the night. What does 
it mean for us to be prepared now?

One of the things it doesn’t mean is all you do is think about his 
return. There are some people like that. They become so preoc-
FXSLHG�ZLWK�WKH�VRRQ�UHWXUQ�RI�&KULVW�WKH\�QHJOHFW�WKH�HYHU\GD\�
realities of life. That’s not what Jesus is asking for in the parable. 
Notice something intriguing about the story: all ten of these 
young women slept. There’s nothing in this story to indicate that 
was the problem. Both the wise and the foolish girls slept. This 
XQGHUVFRUHV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�SUHSDUHG�DUH�H[SHFWHG�
to be involved in normal, everyday life (sleeping and eating and 
changing diapers and showing up for work). When Jesus says, 
“Keep watch” at the end of the story he doesn’t mean we should 
drop all of those things. Meals still need to be cooked, fences still 
QHHG�WR�EH�ğ[HG��ELOOV�VWLOO�QHHG�WR�EH�SDLG��%HLQJ�SUHSDUHG�ZLOO�
still involve all of that.

One of the things this parable shows us is being prepared is 
DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�PDWWHU��/RRN�KRZ�WKH�ğYH�IRROLVK�JLUOV�VFUDPEOHG�
when they discovered they didn’t bring along enough oil. And 
notice they tried to borrow some from the other’s without suc-
cess. That means we can’t borrow from someone else’s oil when 
LW�FRPHV�WR�EHLQJ�SUHSDUHG��7KH�RXWFRPH�RI�WKDW�ğQDO�PHHWLQJ�
is an individual matter. We can’t ride into heaven on someone 
else’s spiritual coattails. We won’t be able to say, “Well, my wife 
is the spiritual one in the family. I depend on her when it comes 
to the whole God thing.” That won’t work. Or we won’t be able 
WR�VD\��Ń0\�SDUHQWV�UDLVHG�PH�LQ�D�&KULVWLDQ�IDPLO\��0\�JUDQG-
father was a pastor. I’ve sort of inherited their faith.” We won’t 
be able to say, “Well, I hang out with the right people. They had 
oil in their lamp.” That won’t work. To those who try to borrow 
from someone else’s preparedness the bridegroom won’t say, 
Ń&RPH�RQ� LQ�� ,�NQHZ�\RXU�SDUHQWV�ń� ,QVWHDG��KHłOO� VD\�WKH�VDPH�
thing he said to the foolish virgins, “I don’t know you.” The ques-
tion is, Do you know him?

Those are very telling words: “Truly I tell you, I don’t know you.” 
It’s clear a real relationship with the Lord hasn’t been estab-
lished. How does that happen? It happens as you and I choose 
to accept the gift of God, which is the offer of forgiveness and 
QHZ�OLIH�WKRXJK�&KULVW��7R�GR�WKDW�\RX�KDYH�WR�WXUQ�DZD\�IURP�
the way you’ve been living and surrender control of your life to 
him. This is a very personal thing. No one can do this for you. In 

John’s gospel we read this, “For God did not send his Son into the 
world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 
Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not 
believe stands condemned already because they have not believed 
in the name of God’s one and only Son” (John 3:17-18). That’s an 
individual thing; no one can do that for you. 

But that’s not all. To be prepared, we also have to constantly 
nourish our life of faith. In this story, the need for oil is a con-
WLQXLQJ�QHHG��2XU�OLIH�LQ�&KULVW�QHHGV�WR�EH�FRQWLQXDOO\�UHSOHQ-
LVKHG��:H� FDQłW� OLJKW� WKH� ODPS� RI� RXU� &KULVWLDQ� OLIH� RQFH� DQG�
then never attend to it again. It needs to constantly be attended 
to. Imagine someone getting married and then thinking since 
they’ve already walked down the aisle they don’t need to re-
plenish, renew and cultivate their relationship with their wife or 
KXVEDQG��(YHQWXDOO\��WKDW�SHUVRQ�ZLOO�GLVFRYHU�WKH\�KDYH�QR�PDU-
riage at all. It’s the same in our relationship with God. That re-
lationship must be cultivated and replenished. We have to work 
at keeping our prayer life vital and maintaining communion and 
fellowship with God throughout the day. Things like gratitude 
and praise and even daily repentance and confession must be 
cultivated. We have to work at keeping the Bible from becoming 
a dry and ordinary book to us. We must work at staying in ac-
FRXQWDEOH� UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�RWKHUV� LQ� WKH�ERG\�RI�&KULVW��:H�
must work at serving him: sharing our faith, using our spiritual 
gifts and helping those in need. We must work at bringing every 
aspect of our life under the scrutiny of His Lordship so that we 
long for his kingdom more than anything else. We do all of this 
as we go about the mundane business of our lives, but we can‘t 
be prepared unless we replenish our lamps.

When I was in Africa I became acutely aware of my own lack of 
patience. I’ve come to believe we Americans are the most impa-
WLHQW�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�EHFDXVH�ZH�H[SHFW�HYHU\WKLQJ�WR�ZRUN�
SURSHUO\�DQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZH�QHHG�WR�EH�DW�RXU�ğQJHUWLSV��,I�RXU�
internet connection goes out, we think someone has personally 
YLRODWHG�RXU�ULJKWV�DV�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�DQG�ZH�ZDQW�LW�ğ[HG�QRZ��
,I�VRPHRQH�LV�ğYH�PLQXWHV�ODWH�WR�D�PHHWLQJ��ZHłUH�UHDG\�WR�JLYH�
them our mind. But people who live in Africa must have patience 
because nothing works when you want it to. Several mornings I 
got up and turned on the water to take my shower and there was 
no hot water. And then one morning there was no water at all! 
Five minutes late? That’s a big deal. In Africa a meeting at 8:00 
means your show up anywhere between 8:00 and 9:00. Part of 
that is because everyone knows the things you need to do to get 
there by 8:00 may be impossible to do because nothing works. 
,� VSHQW� IRXU� KRXUV� LQ� WKH� 7XUNLVK� $LUOLQHV� RIğFH� DW� WKH� DLUSRUW�
trying to get three perfectly good credit cards to work so I could 
get on a plane early to be with my dad. I was livid, but the guy 
who worked there just kept shrugging his shoulders and saying, 
“It’s Africa.” The Africans get it. They’re so patient. They wait for 
everything and they have fun in the process! 



7KLV�PHVVDJH�IURP�6FULSWXUH�ZDV�SUHDFKHG�RQ�6XQGD\��$XJXVW����������DW�&HQWUDO�3HQLQVXOD�&KXUFK
�����6KHOO�%RXOHYDUG�_�)RVWHU�&LW\�&$�������_��������������_�ZZZ�FSFZHE�RUJ��$GGLWLRQDO�FRSLHV�DYDLODEOH�RQ�UHTXHVW�
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:K\�GR�,�EULQJ�WKDW�XS"�%HFDXVH�SDWLHQFH�LV�D�YLUWXH��(FFOHVLDVWHV�
7:8 says, “The end of a matter is better than its beginning, and 
patience is better than pride.” Patience, along with all of these 
other things I’ve mentioned, is oil in my lamp. And do you know 
what’s great? Patience is a fruit of the Spirit. The wonderful 
thing about this is God gives us his Spirit to help us in all of this. 
We’re not on our own in this work of replenishing. Jesus said, 
“Abide in me, as I also abide in you” (John 15:4). He abides in 
us through his Spirit he gives to us. It’s no coincidence that oil is 
often a symbol of the Holy Spirit in Scripture. It’s not just about 
us replenishing ourselves, but it’s about letting him who abides 
within us replenish us.

Here’s the bottom line: We’re called to live our life in light of 
this one great reality—Jesus is coming again. Our work, our re-
lationships, our vacations, our purchases must account for the 
reality that in the end knowing him is what matters most. I’m 
talking about a mindset; one that has an eternal perspective on 
OLIH��6R�PDQ\�RI�XV�OLYH�IRU�WKH�QH[W�ELJ�WKLQJ��,W�PLJKW�EH�D�MRE�
or a relationship or a house or a vacation or another child. Jesus 
is inviting us to live for something more; something that deep 
down we want more than anything else, and that’s everlasting 
joy. Isn’t this what a wedding feast is all about? Isn’t this what all 
those who failed to be prepared wanted so much but missed out 
on? But don’t be fooled. We can’t have the best of both worlds. 
&KDUOHV�6SXUJHRQ�RQFH�VDLG��Ń+H�WKDW�IROORZV�WKH�ZRUOG�ZLWK�DOO�
his heart and thinks that the best, is a reasonable man in fol-
lowing it. But he who thinks the world to come the best, and yet 
follows this present evil world--why, what a fool is he, and who 
shall plead for him? When he stands before God, his prayers will 
damn him, if nothing else will, for his prayers will be swift wit-
nesses against him that he did know, did feel, and yet he would 
not act on his knowledge.”

I’ve thought a lot about how we in the church ought to view 
this parable. There are some who’d see this parable about two 
FODVVHV�RI�&KULVWLDQV��ERWK�RI�ZKRP�DUH�DVVXUHG�RI�HWHUQDO� OLIH��
7KHUH� DUH� WKH�ZLVH�ZKR� DUH� SUHSDUHG� IRU� &KULVWłV� FRPLQJ� DQG�
there are the foolish who aren’t. But I don’t believe that’s how we 
should understand this story. This story is about true and false 
&KULVWLDQV��7UXH�&KULVWLDQV�DUH�WKRVH�ZKR�ZLOO�EH�SUHSDUHG��IDOVH�

&KULVWLDQV�DUH� WKRVH�ZKR�ZRQłW�EH�� ,Q� WKLV� VWRU\�� WKH�JLUOV�ZKR�
were shut out hung out with the right people and even seemed 
to really care about the bridegroom. In gatherings like this there 
are always those who are prepared and those who aren’t. There 
are those who will enter into the joy of the wedding feast and 
those for whom the door will be shut. In many ways we all look 
alike. We eat, work, study, take care of our kids, go to church, 
pray and enjoy the outdoors. We’re all alike in many ways. But 
one day there will be an event that will divide us right down the 
PLGGOHŌğYH�DQG�ğYH��6RPH�RI�XV�DUH� LQ�H[WUHPH�SHULO��RWKHUV�
DUH�QRW��'RQłW�EH�IRROHG��3UHSDUH�\RXUVHOI��(VWDEOLVK�D�UHODWLRQ-
ship with the bridegroom and then work on replenishing and 
cultivating it, and live all of life in view of this one great reality 
that Jesus is coming back.

In many ways, telling this story is an act of tremendous grace 
on Jesus’ part. He’s allowing us to look at our lives from the per-
spective of the end. In doing so, he’s giving us the opportunity to 
change course midstream, before it’s too late. Few people have 
that opportunity.

Toward the end of the 19th century, the Swedish chemist, Alfred 
Nobel, awoke one morning to read his own obituary in the local 
newspaper. It read, “Alfred Nobel, the inventor of dynamite, who 
died yesterday, devised a way for more people to be killed in a 
war than ever before, and he died a rich man.” In actuality, it 
was Alfred’s brother who’d died and a newspaper reporter had 
bungled the epitaph. But, this had a huge impact on Nobel. He 
decided he wanted to be known for something other than de-
veloping the means to kill people more effectively and for being 
rich. So he initiated the Nobel Peace Prize, an award for scientists 
DQG�ZULWHUV�ZKR�IRVWHU�SHDFH��1REHO�VDLG��Ń(YHU\�PDQ�RXJKW�WR�
have the chance to correct his epitaph midstream and write a 
new one.”

In many ways, that’s what Jesus does for us here. He allows us a 
peek into two possible scenarios for our lives at the end. In doing 
so, he’s giving the opportunity to change our epitaph. Are you 
prepared for the bridegroom?  Is there oil in your lamp? If not, 
now is the time to get prepared.

 This manuscript represents the bulk of what was preached at CPC. For further detail, 
please refer to the audio recording of this sermon.


