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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; 8 and that they should not be like their 
ancestors, a stubborn and rebellious generation, a generation whose heart was not 
steadfast, whose spirit was not faithful to God. (Ps. 78:1-8 NRSV) 

1 "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.  (Mt. 25:1-13 NRSV) 
 

1 
 What was life going to be like for the disciples after Jesus was dead and gone?  He 
had spent three years with his motley crew of followers.  They were confused under 
normal conditions.  His death would really confuse them.   
 He had told them he would return at some time in the future.  But when would that 
future time be?  Without giving a set date or time, Jesus simply said it would be soon.  But 
by the time Matthew’s gospel account was written, 60 to 70 years had elapsed.  Jesus' 
“soon” was not as soon as the disciples’ had hoped. 
 The question facing the church some 60 to 70 years after Jesus took leave of this 
mortal coil was this:  “How to remain faithful until his return?”  Enough evidence suggests 
Jesus’ delay led some people to be wise and others to be foolish.  And so the parable’s 
fundamental motive:  don’t be a fool.  Be awake and watchful because no one knows the 
day nor the hour. 
 None of us want to be numbered among the foolish…so let’s spend some time 
pondering what it means to be foolish and wise. 
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2 
 At some level foolishness is a kind of "witlessness" or “wooden-headedness” or 
“knuckle-headedness” with respect to the world – a tendency to be our own worst enemy 
by bumping our shins against the things of life we should have noticed…and by missing 
the wonderful opportunities that avail themselves.1  Foolishness involves carelessness 
about our health, neglect of our marriages and children, disregard of our faults, refusal to 
learn from our mistakes, shortsightedness about the way we commit our loyalties. 
 Many years ago I read a book by historian Barbara Tuchman entitled, March of 
Folly.  Using a three-fold criteria, she identifies four decisive turning points in history that 
illustrate the very heights of folly in government.2  Those turning points are the Trojan 
War, the breakup of the Holy See provoked by the Renaissance Popes, the loss of the 
American colonies by Britain’s George III, and the United States’ relentless folly in 
Vietnam.  Tuchman’s book did not deal with the many, many examples of sheer folly that 
have taken place since the Vietnam War. 
 While she deals mostly with how governments have been foolish, she also takes up 
individual examples.  Here is one.  “By all accounts,” she writes, “Phillip III of Spain in the 
17th century was a perfect fool.  It is said he died of a fever he contracted from sitting too 
long near a tray of burning charcoal, helplessly overheating himself because the 
functionary whose duty it was to remove the tray, when summoned, could not be found.”3 
 A fool is the person who is convinced he is right no matter how much evidence 
there is to the contrary.  She is the person acutely hungry for love who develops a series of 
shallow, self-seeking relationships with lonely, self-seeking partners and finds she is 
lonelier than when she began.  He is the man whose perpetual mantra is that he is a 
victim.  She is the person who refuses to be self-reflective or self-critical.  He is the person 
who insists upon giving you a piece of his mind he can hardly afford to lose.  She is the 
person who fills her emptiness with everything but God and then wonders why she 
remains overfed but undernourished.4 
 Those who are wise, on the other hand, possess a knowledge of God's world and 
have a knack for fitting into it.  The wise man is aware of creation, takes time to know it, 
seems to understand (and more importantly) appreciate its boundaries and limits, 
understands its laws and rhythms, discerns its times and seasons.5  He knows when to 
come in out of the rain…when to plant, and when to harvest.  She takes time to smell the 
roses.  He realizes his children will only be small for a short time and so treasures every 
moment.  She does her best to practice what she preaches.  He keeps relationships current.  
She realizes true life is available in and through a relationship with God through Christ – 
and that that relationship involves more than saying some magic words.  It involves what 
she does with her heart and mind – but also what she does with her hands and feet and 
credit cards.6 

Most uses of the word "fool" in the Bible refer not to the literal, clinical fool (i.e., the 
mentally incompetent), but to the moral and willful fool whose choices identify him or her 
as one who rejects the counsel of God.  The fool consistently mistakes the tangible goods of 
this world for ultimate value, and runs the risk of the rich man whose entire goal in life is 
summarized by his fuller and bigger barns.7  In the Old Testament, those who are foolish 
include the boaster, the egocentric, the arrogant, and the preeminent fool – i.e., the one 
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who believes there is no God.  In the New Testament, fools include the thoughtless, the 
witless, and those who persistently choose any unworthy path.8 

Well…with a sense of what is wise and foolish, let’s look at our text for today. 
3 

 The parable before us is a part of Jesus’ answer to a question asked by his disciples.  
Having heard from Jesus that he was going to die and would rise again from the dead, and 
that he would come again…they wanted to know the signs that would signal his return.  
The answer Jesus gave them was in the form of several parables and a few cryptic 
predictions.  Summarily, Jesus was less concerned they know the day or hour of 

his return than that they know how to behave until that uncertain future day.  
He wanted them to be faithful, generous, watchful, and wise…thus the parable of the wise 
and foolish virgins. 
 By use of his parable Jesus described two ways the disciples could choose to live as 
they awaited his return.  They could be like the ten bridesmaids who took lamps and went 
to meet the bridegroom.  Specifically, they could be foolish and make provision for only a 
short wait.  Or they could be wise and be ready whether the wait be long or short. 
 According to the parable, the maidens who counted on an immediate arrival of the 
bridegroom were the ones in trouble.  When invited to the wedding feast they simply took 
their lamps and no extra oil – thinking the bridegroom would come quickly.  But the 
bridegroom was delayed and when he finally arrived, the foolish maidens realized they 
had no oil remaining for their lamps.  When they returned from getting more oil, the door 
to the banquet was closed to them. 
 The significance of lamps and oil for the lamps and what all that has to do with a 
wedding feast is lost on us today.  And so I don’t want to waste much time trying to 
dissect the specifics of the parable.  Suffice it to say those who heard the parable of the 
wise and foolish virgins immediately understood what Jesus was driving at.  Let's see if 
we can learn something from it. 

4 
 Let me say what I do NOT think Jesus meant.  At issue here is not that they slept as 
they waited because both the wise and foolish maidens slept.  And, interestingly, at issue 
is not whether the wise were included in the feast and the foolish excluded.  Both groups 
were already at the feast and had to go out to greet the bridegroom.  As well, the coming 
of the bridegroom did not make some wise and some foolish.  It merely revealed who had 
been wise or foolish.9 
 So what is at issue?  Three things come to mind:  location, orientation, and 
application. 
 First, location.  I believe Jesus was concerned that his disciples live fully in this 
life.  That's the location - this life!  We miss the point of the parable if we force it to say 
something it was not intended to say.  It was not about who will be admitted into heaven 
and who will be turned away.  Nor was it about what you must do in order to be admitted 
into heaven.  Remember, both wise and foolish virgins were already at the feast.  The 
parable was about this life.  It was addressed to the living about how best to live. 
 Jesus came so we may have abundant life – both now and unto eternity.  Knowing 
his disciples would fall into confusion about his death as they waited for his return, Jesus 
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wanted to provide them encouragement and advice about how to live in the interim 
period, how to live “between the times.” 
 The first thing at issue in the parable, then, is that Jesus cares about how we live in 
the here and now.  He wants us to live well – to be well oriented – to be kind and generous 
and merciful and wise. 
 The second thing at issue in this parable involves mindset and orientation.  
While Jesus’ message was focused upon earthly life, he wanted the disciples to realize 
what they saw was not all there was.  As citizens of two worlds they were to live with one 
foot in this world and one foot in the kingdom of God.  He wanted them to live fully in 
this life…and also stand on tip-toe looking, watching, waiting, and anticipating that Jesus 
may walk through the door at any given moment. 
 The second thing at issue in the parable, then, is that Jesus wants his followers to 
adopt a mindset and orientation toward all of life imprinted by this dual citizenship.  
Nations and national leaders may be uncomfortable with dual citizenship…but 
faithfulness demands it. 
 The third thing at issue in this parable involves applying this orientation.  
Living in a state of perpetual anticipation with one foot in two worlds does not come 
easily or naturally.  Jesus wanted his disciples to realize true readiness was something they 
would have to work at.  He wanted them to work hard, to be diligent, to let their lives be 
shaped by love and compassion and generosity and wisdom. 
 In a sense, I think Jesus was saying, “If you really want the life God is offering you 
then there is some tilling you can do to help make yourselves receptive, fertile soil.  You 
can let the seeds of the gospel message take root within your life and then water them with 
prayer, study, Christian fellowship, laughter, joy, and trust.  Through daily attention to 
those things that can help faith grow, you can realize the proper direction for your life."  
 The third thing at issue in the parable, then, is that those who are wise are those 
who make “life with God” their habit…something they do and something they wear.10 

5 
 Jesus’ parable of the ten bridesmaids provides valuable insight into the whole 
notion of what it means to live between the time of Jesus’ death/resurrection and the time 
of his return.  Jesus wants us to be wise –worldly wise, to be sure…but more importantly, 
spiritually wise.  He wants us to avoid those self-inflicted bruises we receive from 
foolishly refusing to submit our lives to the reality that Christ is the way, the truth, and the 
life. 
 Jesus wants us to have life.  Each day he offers us that life…but in order to take hold 
of it, we must be alert, ready, active, waiting, joy-filled, and wise.  Amen.  
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