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As is so often the case, there are pitfalls in today's parable for the unwary preacher.  There are 
some hard truths here.  There are also some tricky metaphors.  It is said, for example, back in the 
bad old days when only young men were allowed to study for pastoral ministry, the president of 
Garrett Seminary outside Chicago preached on this very parable in a chapel sermon.  At the 
climax of his rather fiery message, he shouted to his seminarians, "Young men, tell me, would 
you rather be in the light with the wise virgins, or out in the dark with the foolish virgins?"  He 
didn't get the response he expected, foolish man.  It's safer to talk about bridesmaids when we 
look at this parable. 
 
I want to begin unraveling the difficulties in this scripture, as usual, with an appeal to the 
context.  Who were the original audience for this story, what was their situation and what did this 
mean to them?  As we follow the course of events in the Gospel according to Matthew, you will 
remember that this story, along with the others we have studied in the last few weeks, takes place 
in the week before Jesus' death on the cross and triumphant resurrection.  He has argued with the 
priests and Pharisees and Herodians and Sadducees in the Temple.  He has spoken to the 
multitude gathered in the Temple, denouncing the hypocrisy of the Pharisees, those guardians of 
the Law who are pushing the people away from true relationship with God.  In the chapter before 
this parable, Jesus has retreated to the Mount of Olives with his disciples.  On their way out of 
the Temple, the disciples have been exclaiming over the beauty of the Temple buildings and 
Jesus warns them that all will be destroyed.  Now that they are in private, his followers want to 
know when the end times will come.  He gives them a lengthy answer and emphasizes the point 
that they will not know when the end is to come and so must be ready at any time. "No one 
knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 
Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. So you must 
be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him."  Jesus is 
very clear with them -- He is coming back but he cannot say when. 
 
He is also very clear with them about what must happen in the meantime.  They are to wait 
expectantly and to be ready when he comes.  He tells them in chapter 24 about the servant who is 
left in charge of his master's house while his master is away.  If he feeds the household and 
carries out his master's orders, he will be rewarded.  But if he mistreats his fellow servants and 
neglects his duties in favor of his own pleasures, he will be punished.  It is at this point that Jesus 
turns to the metaphor of the wedding party. 
 
So as we look at that parable this morning, I think it is important to remember that Jesus is 
talking to his inner circle, his trusted followers, the ones who have pledged to follow him.  The 
message is not for the religious leaders, whom he has been challenging and correcting.  Nor is it 
for the desperate masses who have come to him for comfort.  He has had a different word for 
them.  As we find it earlier in this Gospel, Jesus says to them, "Come to me, all you who are 
weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I 
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my 
burden is light."  But now he is talking to the ones who have found rest for their souls.  He is 
talking to his disciples; he is talking to us. 
 
As he did so often, Jesus gave his disciples an illustration that was both familiar as everyday 
occurrences and rich with allusion.  The Hebrew Scriptures are full of language that compares 
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the relationship of God with God's people to a marriage.  The beautiful love poem, the Song of 
Solomon, is included in the scriptures at least in part because it can be interpreted as a depiction 
of the intimacy between the human soul and the Creator.  The prophets Isaiah, Ezekiel, and of 
course, Hosea, all described God as the husband of Israel.  Jesus has made use of this metaphor 
before as well, describing himself as the bridegroom. When John's disciples came and asked him, 
"How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?"  Jesus answered, "How 
can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them? The time will come when the 
bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast."  Jesus' story about the bridesmaids 
continues to meld the Old Testament idea of the Day of the Lord with the new idea of his own 
return in power. 
 
Jesus has also spoken to his disciples before about the difference between wisdom and 
foolishness. “Everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise 
man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew 
and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But 
everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man 
who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat 
against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”  And Jesus has also advised them that there is a 
difference between calling on his name and actually living as if his name means something. “Not 
everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does 
the will of my Father who is in heaven.”  The last verse in our parable says “Keep awake, 
therefore,” in the NRSV, but a more accurate translation might be “Be Prepared.”  Our 
preparation is to put Jesus' words into practice, to do the will of the Father, to live a life of active 
ethics and goodness.  It is also to be in active, loving relationship with the Father.  To do 
otherwise, is to be counted among the spiritually foolish.  One meaning of the parable of the 
bridesmaids should have been clear to the disciples and to us: be prepared or be left out. 
 
I want to grapple with that seemingly straight-forward conclusion for a moment.  What did Jesus 
have in mind when he spoke of that door shut in the face of the foolish?  Was he really talking 
about them being “left out” of the wedding banquet that was one of his favorite metaphors for 
the Kingdom of God?  The answer, I think, is yes, but not in the way that we might think.  I do 
not believe that Jesus, who asked God to forgive even those who nailed him to the cross, would 
not have pity in his heart for those who have pledged to follow his way yet failed to be effective.  
But there are consequences, natural consequences, to our actions.  The foolish and unprepared 
bridesmaids lost out on this wedding party.  But wedding parties did happen more than once in 
even the smallest villages.  They have missed this opportunity to celebrate but there will be 
others.  The same can be said for us when we are unprepared to take advantage of the 
opportunities God gives us to bring light into the lives of others.  That opportunity is missed and 
that is something that we will have to carry with us.  We have failed in our duty to love God and 
to love our neighbor in that instance.  There will be other times for us to show that love but we 
have missed one and that can only bring us sorrow. 
 
We should also pay attention to the fact that Jesus actually has a word of criticism for all the 
bridesmaids, both the prepared and the unprepared, for all of them fell asleep.  Jesus’ last word 
on the subject: “Keep awake!”  What might have been the outcome had the so-called wise 
virgins not fallen asleep?  Might they have noticed that their foolish companions were running 
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out of oil and encouraged them to obtain more before the advent of the bridegroom?  How can 
we remain awake for our neighbors and show love to them?  Can we help guide them on the path 
to the wedding banquet, showing them how to give light and life themselves?  Remember, Jesus 
has used the metaphor of the lamp before, too. “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill 
cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on 
its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before 
men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”  Our lamps are the 
good deeds we do, not for our own sake, not to earn a reward, but to give glory to God.  What we 
do, good or ill, is known by God and is attributed to us, not to someone else.  We must be 
prepared, for there are some things we cannot share.  But we can, if we stay awake, be good 
examples to others, showing them how to light their lamps, too. 
 
As we prepare for the bridegroom by tending the lamps of our lives, making sure that they shine 
brightly with the things we have done in following the will of the Father and the teachings of the 
Son, we do so not only for ourselves but because the need is at our door.  As one commentator 
has put it, “We need to be prepared for any and all opportunities to serve in the name of Christ - 
today. We need to be prepared to see the face of Jesus around every corner and the faces Jesus 
seeks out - the faces of the people in need of grace. We need to be ready at one second's notice - 
or no notice at all - to demonstrate the righteousness of God in the here and now.” Here at Good 
Shepherd, we built our senior housing complex not to earn Brownie points with God but because 
people need it.  We will answer the call to giving for the Angel Tree program and our 
Stewardship Campaign because there are people in need and things in God’s will that can only 
be accomplished in this world with money.  We must be prepared because the world needs our 
Christ-honoring actions. 
 
Finally, we must be prepared so that we do not live in a panic.  I don't know about you all but it 
is very easy for me to let day-to-day urgencies whip my anxiety level to panic so that I forget 
about truly important things.  I don't think that's what Jesus meant when John’s Gospel records 
him as saying: “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more 
abundantly.”  It's certainly the mental picture I get when I read about those foolish, unprepared 
bridesmaids, rushing around at midnight, trying to find someone who will open their shop and 
sell them oil.  But if we are truly living as Jesus would have us live, then it’s possible to keep 
perspective on things, to remember what’s really important and what’s not.  I think it's indicative 
of the frantic nature of our culture that there are so many calls from within that culture for people 
to slow down and reprioritize.  Some years ago, Connie and I fell in love with Elizabethtown, a 
sweet little movie that shows a young man who has been flung from the treadmill of success and 
consequently discovers family and love and things that are far more important than designing 
running shoes.  If our focus is on Jesus, if we are living the prepared life, then it will not take a 
catastrophe to make us put family, friends, our own health and work in their proper places in our 
life, rather than live the panicked life that the world so often seems to push us towards.  The 
unprepared life, after all, does not truly satisfy us.   
 
But to be prepared can not only be wise but satisfying.  They do not appear in Matthew but Luke 
records two other short parables that Jesus told about planning.  In Luke 14, beginning with verse 
28, Jesus says, “For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate 
the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation 
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and is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to 
build and was not able to finish.’ Or what king, going out to wage war against another king, will 
not sit down first and consider whether he is able with ten thousand to oppose the one who 
comes against him with twenty thousand? If he cannot, then, while the other is still far away, he 
sends a delegation and asks for the terms of peace.”  I think it’s important for us to remember 
that Jesus wants us to be his disciples not just with our hearts, loving others, but with our minds, 
planning ahead for how we are going to bring that love into action.  Your friends who serve this 
congregation on the Deacon Board are in a season of planning now as they prepare budgets for 
next year.  All of us will participate in that planning as we decide how God is leading us to 
support the ministries of this church in 2015 with our financial resources.  As our giving pledges 
come together with the spending plan, we will know which ministries we can continue and which 
we need to curtail or drop.  It is also time for us to renew again our strategic plan for Good 
Shepherd Baptist, first written in 2003 and last renewed in 2008.  I will be calling on members of 
the Board and others in the upcoming months to form a new Visioning Committee to consider 
where we see God leading us into the second half of this decade. 
 
In following Jesus, like those disciples on the Mount of Olives who heard this story for the first 
time, we have committed ourselves to the one who has spoken to us the wonderful words of life, 
the one who gave even himself for us.  And now, hear the good news.  As we follow Jesus, we 
are not the foolish virgins left in the dark, nor the wise virgins, nor even honored guests.  We, the 
Church, are the Bride of Christ.  The Bridegroom knows us.  As we sing together, let us be aware 
of our spiritual communion with Christ, as intimate as the knowledge of the Bride by the Groom.  
It is that relationship that will feed the lamps of our lives until we truly become beacons of hope, 
joy, peace, and love to the world. 


