The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Third Last Sunday of the Church Year, Year A, (Proper 27)

The Text: Matthew 25:1-13 
Today in the gospel reading from Matthew 25, Jesus is in the middle of a long teaching session about his coming again at the end of the age. Earlier in this teaching session he said things like:
‘No one except God the Father knows the day or the hour when Christ Jesus will return.  Be ready because He will come again at an hour when you do not expect him.’
Jesus goes on to illustrate his point using today’s gospel reading - the parable of the 10 bridesmaids. 
Between now and Christmas many cities and towns all over the world have long traditions of having a Christmas parade of some sort.  Children wait by the side of the road for the big man in red. How disappointing it would have been if one of the children who had been waiting needed to suddenly go to the public amenities at the critical moment only to miss out on seeing the big man in red! It would be devastating to wait so long and then at the last minute miss out! 
To prevent moments like this parents may say beforehand, ‘How about you go now’… but what does the child do? The child chooses to say ‘no’ and then latter, at the most critical of moments they need to go and they miss out! Surely the wise child would have listened to their parents and gone earlier. But the foolish ones think they will be fine to the very end – but then get caught out! 
Today’s parable is similar. In order to catch the impact of the parable that Jesus told about the 10 bridesmaids, it may be helpful to know a little about one of the traditions of a first-century Jewish wedding. 
After the groom had asked the bride to marry him and had got the consent of the parents he would go away and prepare their home. About a year later, once all preparations were made, he would go over to the bride’s house and escort her to the wedding banquet. Usually this happened in the dark of the early evening.
Somewhere on the way to the wedding banquet, the bridesmaids would wait for the groom and bride to come. When the bridesmaids see the bride and groom coming they would escort the bride and groom to the place of the festival. They would use their lamps like torches to light the way for the bride and the groom. 

Jesus used this Jewish wedding tradition as a picture to describe the kingdom of heaven. 
God has promised that his Son will come again. When he does he will take with him those he finds ready and waiting for him. He will take them into the eternal wedding banquet of heaven. But those who are not ready and waiting when he comes will be left behind and miss out. 
And so the question is, how can we be found ready and waiting when Jesus returns? 
In the parable all of the virgins wanted to meet the bridegroom and get to the marriage feast. But just wanting to go wasn’t enough. They needed to be prepared to wait as long as it took! Naturally we want to be like the wise virgins in the parable. So let’s look at what makes the wise virgins wise, and what makes the foolish virgins foolish. 


There were two things that made the five virgins wise, and the other five foolish. 
- Firstly, the foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any extra oil with them. The wise took oil in jars along with their lamps. 
- Secondly, the foolish virgins thought that the bridegroom would come right away. So they assumed they would have enough oil until they arrived at the banquet hall. They assumed that their oil would last, but it didn’t. 

What could this mean? 
What could the oil and the lamp represent? 
There’s a passage that says, “Lord, Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.” (Psalm 119:105) 
We could look at the oil as symbolic for the Word of God that keeps our lamps of faith burning. It is the word of God which fuels our faith. Take away God’s word and the flame of faith dies. Maybe this parable can remind us that the flames of faith need to be fed with God’s word until our Lord returns. If we stop fuelling our faith with God’s word, our faith dies and we may not be welcomed into the eternal feast.
A well-known Bible teacher from last century, William Barclay wrote:  “The best way to prepare for the coming of Christ is never to forget the presence of Christ.”
Remember, Jesus has ascended but Jesus also said, ‘I am with you always’: Jesus may have ascended to prepare a great wedding feast for his bride the church. But still Jesus has said that he is present with us. Jesus is present with us in breaking of the bread, in the sharing of the life giving grace of God and in the living out of our baptism.
In our baptism we received the Holy Spirit who leads us to believe. The Spirit inside enables us to receive the world of God as the fuel that keeps the flame of faith burning in us. But if the Spirit inside of us is going to continue enable the flame of faith to burn bright we need to receive God’s word and his means of grace regularly—just like a lamp needs to be refueled with oil to be able to burn through the night.
As we gather around the means by which God promises to be present, as we daily listen to God’s word, God is putting oil in our lamp so that we can shine in the darkness until the day we see Jesus face to face. 
When we choose to separate ourselves from God’s word or his means of grace our flame of faith runs out of fuel and our light goes out.  When we think we’ve had enough of God’s word or we don’t need to regularly receive God’s word or his means of grace, our faith starts to flicker and fail. We can never get enough of God’s word and his means of grace. 
God didn’t create us to be spiritual camels who can travel through the desert on one fill. We need to realize that we need constant renewing, refilling and refueling. It is like the Israelites in the wilderness. The manna they received each day only lasted for that day. They couldn’t rely on the manna from the previous day to see them through for a couple of days. 
We cannot expect to stay in the faith by coming to church once a year. 
We cannot expect to keep believing you are a sinner in need of forgiveness if we don’t keep reading our Bible and hearing the Word of God and receiving the grace of God. 
This is the oil that keeps our faith alive. 

We will never know when something terrible will happen to us and our faith is put under pressure and is at risk of being snuffed out.  But as long as we stay in the word, God will give us the strength to wait for him. God doesn’t want us to be like the foolish virgins and run out of the fuel that powers our faith. 
There was one other thing that made these virgins foolish. When the foolish virgins realized that they didn’t have enough oil, the foolish ones said to the wise, `Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out.’ "`No,’ they replied, `there may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves. 
These foolish virgins tried to join the wedding procession by using the other virgins’ oil. But the wise virgins didn’t have enough for them to do so. Then, while they were away getting more oil, the bridegroom came. He went to the wedding festival with the wise virgins, and closed the door. 
When the foolish virgins finally returned and knocked on the door, it was too late. The groom did not acknowledge them or let them in, because they missed their chance to join him the first time.

What does this mean? 
These foolish virgins didn’t have the oil. Their lamps weren’t burning. But the groom was already there. By this time, it was too late. Maybe this could represent people who are Christian by name only. They go through the motions, and don’t ever really feel like they’re getting anything out of it. 
The word of God seems boring to them. 


-They do not receive the word with open hearts.
-They never feel sorry for their sins. 

-They never rejoice in the fact that their sins are forgiven. Their flame of faith isn’t really burning. 
At the end of time, they won’t be able to get into the kingdom by the shirttails of their relatives or friends. You see, God looks at the faith of each person individually. 
But there’s good news from this parable. 
Five of the virgins were wise. They brought extra oil. They woke up, lit their lamps, and kept them burning. They stayed in the faith. 
And the bridegroom brought them into the wedding feast. They didn’t have to break down the door. They didn’t have to pay the groom to let them in. The groom just let them in for free. They were there for the procession, so the groom let them in.

One thing that this parable doesn’t mention, is what the groom had to go through before this ceremony ever took place. He had to prepare the wedding hall. It didn’t take just a few thousand dollars to prepare the ceremony. 
He had to use his own blood to open this wedding hall to all. The groom had to put himself up on a cross, be put to death, buried, and rise from the dead, just so we could live in happiness forever. 
When Jesus died on the cross for us and rose from the dead, he bought our invitation to the heavenly banquet. He gave this invitation when we heard the promise, “whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.” 

Every person who feels crushed when God’s law strikes their heart, and who feels happy when they are told they are forgiven, then they are holding that invitation to heaven right now. We are in that procession. 
As long as we are sorry for our sins, and believe in Jesus as our Savior, our lamp is lit. Jesus promises that we don’t have to try and bust our way into the wedding feast. We don’t have to knock. We don’t have to plead. He is offering each of us a free invitation to the feast. As we wrap up, think about all the work that God has done to make sure that we could come to the Wedding Feast. 
- He’s paid for our invitation so that we can go to heaven free of charge. 
- He used His own blood to pay for it. 
- He’s given us a lifetime supply of oil in the word of God and in the means of grace. 
- He’s given us the lamp of faith. 
- He’s made all the preparations. 
- He wants to see us all there. 
Don’t let all his work go to waste. Let’s keep our lamps alive. Let’s keep our fire of faith in Jesus burning, so that we’ll be ready when the bridegroom comes. Amen.
And the peace of God which passes all human understanding keep our hearts and minds safe in Christ Jesus to life eternal. Amen.
