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SCRIPTURE: Matthew 25:1-13

Then shall the kingdom of heaven be likened unto ten virgins, which tock their lampe
and went fcrth to meet the bridegrcom. 4nd five of them were wise, and five of thom
were foolish. They that were foolish tock their lamps, and took no oil with thom;
But thc wise took o0il in thoir vessels with their lamps. Wwhile the bridegroom tarri.
they all slumbered and slept. And at midnight therc was a cry made. Bchold the bri
groom cometh; go ye out to meet hime Then 211 those virgins arose and trimmed their
lamps, Amd the foolish said unto the wise, Give us of your oil; for our lamps are
gene (Margin "going") cur. But the wise answered, saying, Not so: lest there bo not
enought for us and jyou; but go rather to them that sell, and buy for yourself. And
while they wont to buy, the bridegroom came; and they that were ready went in with B
to the marricge; and the door was shut. Afterward came also the other virgins sayirn
Lord, lord, open to us. But hc answered and said, Verily, I say uatc you, I know you
note Watch thercfore, for yo know neither the day nor the hour wherein the Son of
man comethe
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Therefore let us not sleep, as do cthers; but lot us watch and be scber.

In order to understand the significance of Jesus' parable of the wisc and foolis
virgins, it is wcll to know somcthing of the marriage customs of the time. At the
lcgal ccremony of bethrothal the contractural terms of the marringe were settled, anc
from that time the merriage was regarded as binding, even though still uncensummated.
As the day of marriage approached, the wedding feast wins prepared at the heme of the
groom's parents. The groom went for the day to the home of a relative or friend, in
ordcer that he might not be in the way while the women preparcd the reast and decked
house feor the ovening's festivities. The wedding feast was alwsys held at right.

The marriage consisted simply of bringing the alrcady accredited bride to the home o1
her covenanted hushand. As the day closed, the fricends of the bridegroom gathered t
him in thoe housc to which he had gone for the day, and prepared to go with to escort
the bride and her atterndants from her horme to the home of the groom where the marric:
feast would be hcokds Befors lemving it was the custom for cach friend cof the bride-
groom to meke a more or less lungthy speuch of congretulation  to the groom, and
since scme of the groom's friocnds might be delayed in arriving, 2nd delayed stiil
longer by the lengthy specches, it might be as late as midnight before the bridegrocr
set out for the bride's housc.

Meantime the bride and ail her atiendarts woere ready and waiting, end it would |
guite nztural for thomn to become drowsy and perhaps drop off to slecep. When all the
speeches had been hcard, the bridegrocm and his friends, all carrying lishted torchos
set cub for the home of the bride, where she and her attendants elsc jeoined the pro=-
cession, carrying torchcs to light the couplc through the pitch-blnck strects to thc
grocmt's housc and the wedding feast. Arrived there a few invited friends were taken
inside with the bride and groom; thc others, whe had mercly scrved as an escort,
would quietly depart and call the next day to offer congratulotions. Then the door
was shut so that the feast might continuce without umwelcome intrusicne

In the parable, the ten virgins werc those whe weited with the bride for the
coming of the bridegroom. They were to be part of the light-bearing escort which
would accumpany the procaessicn from the bridet!s house to the home of the groom where
the wedding fecast was prepared. The lmps or torches they carried were probably ths
flat, shallow pottery lamps of the Eest. The capacity of these lamps was limited; ar.
since n¢ one knew how long tho speeches would last before the bridegroom called for
the bride, the wise maidens took along extra vessels or flasks filled with 2 reserve
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of ¢ile The foolish virgins gave no thought tc this possibility. They had only the
small amount of ¢il in their lamps, when coamon sense would have dictated that they
anticipate a delay by providing a reserve.

Notice that there is no hint in the parzble that these ten virgins were divided
into good and bad. They were all good. Outwardly they locked the samc, andacted the
sames They were all dressed in the finery befitting the occasion. Five were wise,
prudent, sensible; and five were foolish. Five wers prepared, and five werc unpre-
pared. Five had the external sign of inner resources —- the lamp and it's lighted
vicks; but only five were actually supplied with those inner resources which enabled
them to kcep the lamp burning during a delay which could have easily been foreseen and
prepared fore In the parable then, the lamp mey stand for the outward profession of
rightcousnesst: the oll for =11 that is irward, for hidden righteousness, for inward
spiritual resources, for all that sustains the outward apnearance.

iony people who have an incomplete understanding of the wedding customs of the
cast have concluded that the five wisc virgins werce sclfish arnd un-Christisn because
they refused to sherc their oil with the foclish ones, While they gslept, the lamps
burned on, so as to be ready the instent the cry was heard announcing the bridegroomls
coming. When the cry awoke them, the foolish observed that the oil in their lamps was
running low; their lamps were going out, and they asked to borrow somz oil. But the
vise virgins prebably considered the situation thus: Their duty wos to furnish light
for the procession as it moved from the bride's house te the house of the groom. Ten
lishts were needed. But if the distance were vory great, dividirg the oil suply for
five lamps among ten might mean thot ALL lamps would go out befors the processicn
reached it's daestinaticn; ond there would be no light ~t 211, Tt was their duty to
nake surc that the light of those five lanmps contimied to the end of the procession.
Dividing a meager supply of oil might mcan that the bride would have no light at all.
That, and not their sclfishness is the real reason why thoy refused to divide,

The l:sson of this parzble of course is the lesson of preparedness —- preparednes:s
for the second coming of Christ, the bridegroom, to claim his bride, the church. The
Christians expacted that advent to occur within their lifetine, but we sre still wait-
ing., Scmetimcs it scems as if the waiting will never end. With good reason, wc may
all become weary, and slurber and slcep. There is no condemnation of this wearinoss o
this slecp in the paresble. The condemnztion is that only five slept in cxpectation
and in preparedness, while five just slcpty, when all those whose duty it vas to light
the wedding procession should hove bheen preparcd.

Those who would enter the wedding feast in the kingdom of God must be preparad.
Such preprration is individual., It is rot encush that those around us should prepare,
that our familics or friends or ncighbors should preparc. This preparation for the
kingdom camot be shared, and the door of the Kingdom is open only to those who are
prepareds Not becausc God is selfish or cxclusive, but because thot is the very naturc
of things. Thu door of the art musscum is open cvery dey, but unless I an prepared by
knowing somcthing of the techniques of ~rt, the history of art -nd of artists, the
things that mike a pointing or picce of sculpture great, the door to the art muscum in
a scnse 1s closed to me. Vast arounts of good music arc available by radic, on tcle-
vision, and in innumberzble music hzlls. The door is opun, but not to the man who is
not preparcd by study and enmalysis to appreciate what is inside. The door to the king-
dom is open, but not to thosc who heve failed to prepare themsclves to use and apprec=
iate and enjoy whet is therein. I connot prepare for you; ycu cannob preparce for me.
The virtue of one cannot cancel out cr make amenés for the viees or the shortcomings of
another. We cannot share the oil of our prepsration with another.

The representation of the kingdom in this parcble as a marriage feast, »*th all
its joyousness and hespitable, friendly feeling is significont. Entoring the kingdom
is rightfully a joyous cxpericnce. Prcparation for thot enbtrance is o Joyful, not a
lugubrious process. It is a preparation for the best, not for the worst. Day by
day let us fill the rescrviors of our giritual pewer ard spiritual resources, that
we shall have cil for our lamps vhen the bridegroom cometh.
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