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)
Matthew 25:1-13

The writer of this sermon today begins with a personal account. He says:
“Some years ago when I had the privilege of attending an international conference, I had the joy of a much faster check in than I expected. In a country renowned for long delays, I found myself through security and waiting at the assigned gate in just 15 minutes after I was dropped off. I waited and waited and waited. And as the time for the flight got closer and closer, I was surprised that I was the only person at this gate. I checked the screens again and they said I was at the correct gate, so I waited some more. As it got closer to the time of my flight, still nobody showed up so I went and asked at the information booth. The lady there assured me that it would be ok and that the TV screens were correct. Just at that time I heard my name called over the PA urging me to get to a gate at the other end of the airport urgently as my flight was about to leave! When I got to the gate I explained why I was at the other gate and the people laughed and said, ‘everybody knows we only use that gate in the evenings!” Everybody except me, it would seem!
It would’ve been easy for me to miss that flight. With such a long wait I could’ve easily been engrossed in a book, drifted off to sleep or had music playing in my ears and so missed the urgent page that came across the PA. But because I had remained alert, I made it—just!”
When we are waiting for someone to arrive, for a flight to catch, or for anything else that requires patience, it is easy to become distracted and miss the main event. Waiting must rank among one of our least favourite things to do. And so Jesus’ warning today that we are to be ready for him to return at any moment, is so important. For this is not about something as trivial as missing a plane. If we are not ready and waiting when Jesus returns, we will miss out on the eternity he has prepared for us.
Today’s parable speaks specifically to Christians, appealing to us to be ready so that we do not miss out on the wonderful things Jesus has secured for us through the shedding of his blood. Making it clear that as we wait for him, we need to do so in a state of constant preparedness because we do not know the day or the hour of his return.
The 10 virgins in the parable are those in the church, all together waiting for the Lord to return. But as we see, they are not all the same. Five of them are well prepared and so even though they are caught asleep when the Bridegroom Jesus returns, they are ready for that day. They greet him with joy and enter into the eternal marriage feast. These five virgins are not perfect. They are sinners like us. 
But they are ready because they busy themselves with the things of God. They are ready, because they focus on those things through which God has promised to prepare us for heaven. The five virgins with enough oil in their lamp have nourished their faith through the word of God. They have been resurrected from the death of sin as they returned to their baptism daily through repentance and faith in Christ’s atoning sacrifice for their salvation. They are ready because even as they wait they feast on Jesus’ body and blood which prepares them for the life to come as they receive forgiveness and life through this sacred gift. They are ready, not by their own actions, but by faith in God’s promises, actively working through his word and sacraments.
The five foolish virgins are also waiting for the Lord’s return, but they are not ready when he comes. They started out waiting with the wise virgins and may well have been counted among them at some stage. But as the wait for Jesus’ return drags on, they become distracted. Rather than seeking oil for their lamps—rather than being concerned with the things of God—they are distracted by this world and what it has to offer. Perhaps they believe Jesus will return some day, but they live as though that day is not coming any time soon. They are connected to the church – maybe even worshipping every Sunday – but they live as though there will always be time to repent and follow Jesus later.
How tempting it is to live in this way. To take Jesus for granted and to continue in sin, always thinking that there will be time to sort things out later. It usually starts out small. Perhaps a little bitterness toward that person who is such a pain in the neck. A few harsh words to the ones we love. Justifiable anger toward horrible people who cause pain and suffering. 
As soon as Jesus’ call for us to ‘love as we have been loved by God’ is forgotten, our default position becomes one of the world and not of the faith. There are many things in our lives that fall outside God’s purposes for us. Sin in some shape or form is always with us and we are so easily shaped by the values of the world, rather than God’s word. God forbid that Jesus should return before we are prepared. And not being prepared is to ignore God’s clear word and continue to embrace that which is contrary to it, even after we’ve been set free through the forgiveness that is ours in Christ.
Of course all of us struggle with sin. But the foolish virgins represent those who think that their sin is no big deal, and continue in it regardless of what God has to say and do not even attempt to fight against the temptations that bombard us. The answer of course, is relatively easy. It doesn’t involve a course in moral improvement. It doesn’t require acts of penance. It simply requires us to turn to Jesus who was crucified to secure the forgiveness of our sins. To trust in the promises of God who sent his only begotten Son that whoever believes in him has eternal life. And as we live in that good news each and every day, our rejoicing in what God has done for us will be translated into lives that honour him and his will for us.
Being ready for Jesus’ return is about focussing on what he has done for us and what he has promised us eternally. When these things are foremost in our hearts and minds, when we live with a daily appreciation for the free gift of eternal life that is ours in Christ, the temptations of this world become less and less attractive as our hearts are captivated with the promise of heaven. So being prepared is firstly about focussing on Christ crucified for the forgiveness of our sins. Remembering the great love of God for us in Jesus. And returning to his means of grace each and every day that we may be supported in faith so that our lamps are always overflowing with the oil of faith.
While we tend to focus on those who are shut out of the wedding feast, let us rejoice that we are invited to be among the wise virgins who enter into eternal life on the day of the Lord’s return, all because of his grace and mercy in Christ. As we wait for his coming again, let us keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, and the only One who makes us truly ready for his return. Amen.
