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New Jerusalem Lutheran Church Cindy Baskin
November 12, 2017 Pentecost 24, Proper 27
Texts: Matthew 25:1-13

Theme: Be prepared: The Wise and Foolish Bridesmaids
Scripture: Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour (Matthew 25.13)

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

Children’s Message - Overview of Story

Adult Sermon

Some of you may remember an old campfire song that I first learned at Luther League retreats:

Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning;
Give me oil in my lamp, I pray,
Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning, burning, burning;
Keep me burning till the break of day.

It was a popular and fun youth song that uses the imagery in today’s gospel parable. It captures
its essence in the remarkable and simple way that folk songs often do: “Give me oil in my lamp
keep me burning!”

We know about wedding ceremonies from our own experience: many people in attendance;
special wedding clothes and special decorations; much merriment afterwards when those
celebrating move from the actual place of ceremony to the reception for wining and dining. The
weddings we celebrate today have a similar flavor to first century Palestinian weddings. But the
procedures and protocols in Jesus’ day were quite different than in weddings today.

Marriages in those days were affairs arranged by the fathers of the young couple. The marriage
was ratified by a contract at which the groom made payment to the bride’s father and gave the
bride a special wedding gift – the so-called “bride price.” (Note: a bride price was different from a
“dowry,” which is a gift from  the bride’s family to the groom’s family.) Then, when the partners
were old enough, the marriage ceremony was celebrated. The highpoint occurred when the
groom, accompanied by his relatives, would go to the bride’s home. After receiving her parents’
blessing, the young bride, veiled and surrounded by her attendants (what we would call
“bridesmaids in today’s weddings), joined the wedding train and returned to the groom’s home
where the rest of the wedding and celebration took place.  

This is the point at which Jesus begins his parable in today’s gospel. The groom has gone to fetch
his bride. Enter the ten “bridesmaids” or “virgins,” depending on your bible translation. These
teenagers were very likely the groom’s sisters and cousins. They were not “bridesmaids” as we
think of them today; so I’m just going to call them “maidens.” Their role in the ceremony was to
greet the groom and the wedding party when it returned to the groom’s house and then, after
lighting their oil lamps, lead the bridal procession into the groom’s home for the wedding
festivities. 

These maidens have taken their lamps outside the groom’s home to do just that. But for some
reason, the groom gets delayed – very delayed! The night shadows lengthen. The bridesmaids –
all of them – get drowsy and all fall asleep while they wait. Finally comes the shout, “Look! Here
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is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.” The maidens awaken and scurry to trim their lamps. 
But five of them are ill-prepared given the delay and don’t have enough oil left to keep their lamps
burning for the procession into the groom’s home. By the time these foolish maids have run
around town at midnight to buy more oil, the ceremony has begun, the festivities are in progress,
and the door to the house is shut.

How do you feel about this parable? Jesus says that God’s kingdom is like this: The door can be
shut. Now that’s difficult for some of us to hear, much less tolerate. We all intuitively know that
both in life and in business, the future generally belongs to those who prepare for it. At the same
time, we like to believe that our options are always open, that’s there’s always time, and that
tomorrow will always take care of itself.  But this parable states that the door can be shut.1

Notice that all the maidens in this parable are supposed to be there for the party; they’re already
members of the family: they already belong; they are not outsiders; they are not uninvited persons;
they are not aliens, seeking to get in where they don’t fit. They already belong. And it’s some of
these very members of the household who, when the party finally begins, find themselves on the
outside of that shut door. This is indeed stern and tough stuff in Matthew’s gospel. It’s hard to
swallow, and it’s made even more difficult, I think, when it seems so at odds with other parables
in this same gospel. In September, we heard the “Parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard.”
Remember that one? A householder hires some workers. Some start at dawn. Others don’t begin
work until noon. Still others don’t start until just before quitting time. But at the end of the day,
the master pays them all the same wage. Now doesn’t that sound like the door is always open.  

And what about the “Parable of the Marriage Banquet”? We read that one just four weeks ago. A
king throws a marriage feast for his son and invites everyone to come. He sends his servants to
the highways and the byways to call everyone to the party. But many people make excuses as to
why they can’t attend. For the sermon that day, I focused on the importance of setting priorities,
and I used a demonstration of adding rocks of various sizes to a jar. The point of the illustration
was that “if you don’t put the big rocks in first, you’ll never get them in at all.” In other words,
we need to be intentional about identifying and setting Godly priorities. But overall, doesn’t this
particular parable demonstrate that God is always gracious and inviting – that there’s always
room, that the door will never be shut? 

Yet, in today’s parable, the door is shut, and not just on outsiders, but on members of the family!
How do we reconcile these apparent inconsistencies – that the door is always open and yet the
door can be closed? Let me suggest this morning that these apparent inconsistencies are not
necessarily irreconcilable differences.

Perhaps in his parables, Jesus is relating what life is really like. On the one hand, there is always
time to accept God’s invitation: God is gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.
And so we come here Sunday after Sunday and hear the gospel invitation. But on the other hand,
there does comes a point when there is no more time left: the beating heart stops; the brain ceases
to function; time in this world is over and the door of our earthly life is shut. This is the nature of
human life. Today’s parable speaks to this reality. There always comes a time when there is no
more time. Jesus warns the members of the church in Matthew’s day (and in our day) to
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remember this and to take care that we are prepared for the coming of the bridegroom and the
kingdom.  

Yet many of us are like the ten-year-old whose father tried to convince him to save part of his
allowance. The father told the boy the familiar fable about the ant and the grasshopper. The ant,
you will remember, worked industriously all day throughout the summer, harvesting and storing
food for the winter. The grasshopper jumped and played all summer, doing no work and making
no preparations. When winter came, the grasshopper was left without food or shelter while the
ant was warm and secure. After telling the story, the father asked his son, “What’s the lesson to
be learned from this fable?”  The boy replied, “Have a good time until things get tough. Then get
yourself a rich old aunt.”

An alternative to this approach is a story about a mother who was trying to help her little
daughter comprehend her father’s death. The mother explained that God had sent for her father,
and would, by and by, send for them all, how soon she could not tell. “Well then,” said the child,
“if God is going to send for us soon, and we don’t know just when, hadn’t we better begin to
pack up and get ready to go.”

Today’s parable of the ten bridesmaids reminds us “to pack up and get ready to go.” But how do
we do that? How do we keep the oil in our lamps burning so that we’re prepared when the
bridegroom comes and the door is about to close. One way is to be faithful in undertaking
spiritual disciplines. The Church has observed and practiced various spiritual disciplines for
centuries. There are many, but today I want to mention only three: one personal and inward
discipline; one outward discipline; and one corporate discipline.

The first is the inward discipline of PRAYER. There is a story of a military cavalryman, who,
when an overwhelming force was in full pursuit coolly dismounted from his horse to repair a flaw
in the horse’s harness. His comrades urged him to a more rapid flight, but he busied himself with
the broken buckle, even as the distant cloud of the enemy swept down upon him.  Then just as the
prancing hoofs and eager spears were ready to dash upon him, the broken buckle was mended,
and, like a swooping falcon, he vanished from their view. Had the broken buckle been left
unmended, it would have left him on the field a dismounted and inglorious prisoner: the timely
delay sent him in safety back to his comrades. 

The Rev. J. Hamilton, in referring to this story, comments that “there is in daily life the same
profitable delay.” He writes:

“The man, who, from his prayerless awakening, bounces into the business of the day,
however good his talents and great his diligence, is only galloping upon a steed harnessed
with a broken buckle, and must not marvel, if, in his hottest haste or most hazardous leap,
he be left ingloriously in the dust; and though it may occasion some little delay beforehand,
his neighbor is wiser who sets out all in order before the march begins.”2

A daily time set aside for prayer and meditation is a way of being prepared, a way of always
having enough oil in the lamp.
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The second and outward discipline is SERVICE. Jesus said: “Love one another, even as I have
loved you” (John 13:34). In John 21, Jesus tells his disciples to “Feed my sheep.” And in Amos
5:24 from today’s Old Testament lesson, the prophet declares the Word of the Lord: “But let
justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”  There are
countless ways to serve others. Check out the announcements in today’s bulletin. Service to
others is a means of preparation, of keeping the oil flask full.

The third spiritual discipline is a corporate discipline: WORSHIP. Regular participation in the
sacraments and in gathering to worship together keeps the oil burning in our souls. Yes we can
worship on a mountain top out in nature by ourselves; but that is a very different experience than
corporate worship. I remember a parishioner once telling me, “If I miss church on Sunday, my
whole week is different. I need to be refueled each Sunday.”

So, only three of many disciplines. The point is that these disciplines are aids to assist us in our
spiritual journey so that we will be prepared, no matter when the bridegroom comes. And so we
pray . . .

Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning;
Give me oil in my lamp, I pray,
Give me oil in my lamp, keep me burning, burning, burning;
Keep me burning till the break of day.


