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“BE PREPARED!”

Matthew 25:1-13


The Kingdom of Heaven, God’s reign as king, is the central theme of Jesus’ preaching and teaching in Matthew’s Gospel.  Two short parables at the end of chapter 24 and all three parables contained in chapter 25 focus on being ready for Jesus’ return to consummate God’s reign as king at the end of history and to enact final judgment, which will follow along with the general resurrection.  Prior to all five of those parables Jesus says, “But about that day and hour (of his return at the end of history) no one knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (24:36).  Therefore, trying to predict the precise time of Jesus’ return is a futile endeavor.

Nonetheless over the centuries many have attempted just such a prediction!  In the mid-19th century William Miller, the founder of the Adventist movement, predicted the return of Christ for March 21, 1844.  When nothing happened, he forecast a second date later that same year.  Hundreds gathered on New England hilltops to wait, but again nothing happened.  Charles Taze Russell, the founder of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and his later followers, predicted the return of Christ for three specific dates in years 1874, 1914, and 1975, but of course they were wrong and we’re all still waiting!  By the way, have seen the amusing bumper sticker – “Jesus is coming!  - Look busy!”

So how does one prepare to meet Christ if the point isn’t to use some esoteric calculation to predict the time of that event?  Jesus tells us in this parable – sometimes called “the parable of the Wise and Foolish Bridesmaids or virgins.”  Literally in the Greek the ten are virgins, who function as bridesmaids.

The story revolves around a wedding. Have you seen the cable t.v. channel which features a reality shows entitled “Platinum Weddings” or “My Fair Wedding.”  It traces a wedding through the planning stages (using a wedding planner) and on to the real event.  For some people, having the “perfect wedding” seems to be their chief goal in life!


First-century Hebrew weddings were actually bigger celebrations in that culture than they are in ours today.   We don’t know much about the religious dimension of first-century Hebrew weddings.  What we know is that the festivities began with a wedding procession.  The groom normally left his home with his attendants during the evening hours and made his way to the home of the bride where they picked up the bride and her attendants.  Then the wedding party meandered around the village so that everyone had the opportunity to wish them well, before returning to the home of the groom for the wedding banquet.  For well-to-do families, that celebration might last as long as a week!  Rather than leaving town to go on a honeymoon, the newlyweds retreated at night to private quarters, but remained at the week-long celebration where they were treated as royalty for that whole first week of marriage!  


In this case ten bridesmaids are at the home of the bride, waiting for the arrival of the groom and his attendants.  Their job was to escort the couple through the village streets, lighting their way with torches, before arriving at the groom’s home and taking their places of honor at the wedding feast.  For some reason the groom was delayed late into the evening.  So the 10 bridesmaids (and the bride) napped as they waited.


At midnight the shout went up, “The bridegroom has arrived!  Come out to meet him!”  So they all roused themselves and lit their torches (rags soaked with oil attached to a wooden pole).  The 5 foolish virgins didn’t bring an extra supply of oil.  Their damp rags lit, but then quickly flickered out.  So they turned to the other bridesmaids and asked for some of their oil.  The 5 wise bridesmaids who did bring an extra oil supply said they didn’t have enough to share and suggested the other five go out to purchase some oil.  So while the 5 foolish bridesmaids scoured the village at that late hour in search of oil for their lamps, the 5 wise bridesmaids accompanied the rest of the wedding party around the village on their tour and into the wedding banquet.  Hours later the 5 foolish bridesmaids finally arrived at the wedding banquet and said, “Lord, lord, open to us.”  And the host replied, “Truly, I tell you, I do not know you.”  Jesus adds this final comment, “Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour” (of my arrival).  
The central point of the parable is clear – the groom (Jesus Christ) will be delayed (in his return to earth); even so, one must be ready at any time to meet Christ, having made the necessary preparations, because you don’t know the actual day or hour of his arrival.  

In the parable Christ is the bridegroom and his followers – you and I – are represented by the virgin bridesmaids.  The key point is to “be prepared!”  That is what differentiated the wise from the foolish virgins.  They all waited for the groom; they all napped.  The difference between the two groups is that the wise bridesmaids brought an extra supply of oil while the foolish ones didn’t.  Five bridesmaids prepared ahead of time while the other five didn’t.   I think this means that the wise bridesmaids were people who made a sincere effort to follow Christ’s teaching and example in daily life, while the foolish bridesmaids didn’t.  They were Christians in name only.  They may have casually believed in Jesus, but made no serious attempt to be his followers.
In this parable Jesus wants to tell us that last minute preparation for final judgment is unwise and futile.  He also wants to warn us that our response to Jesus’ call to discipleship is not something we can borrow from someone else, but something we must do for ourselves!

Where else in life is preparation critically important? Preparations for school exams and term paper deadlines also require timely preparation!  Last-minute cramming may help some, but it’s no substitute for staying up with course work and class assignments through the entire quarter or semester.  If you stay on task and keep up with assignments, when final exams come or term paper deadlines loom, you won’t need to panic!  You don’t need to borrow other’s notes or have extra tutoring sessions, because you’re prepared!

While a freshman at UC Santa Cruz a good friend advised me to take Dr. David Marlowe’s “Abnormal Psychology” class because Marlowe was entertaining and it was an easy course!  Marlowe had become famous by providing expert testimony in a whole series of local murder cases in the early 1970s when Santa Cruz had the dubious distinction of becoming “the Murder Capital of the World” with a whole series of mass murders!


Well, my friend was right to a point!  Marlowe, who looked a bit like Woody Allen, was an entertaining lecturer who told lots of fascinating stories from his psychology practice!  Before the mid-term arrived, I scanned carefully reviewed my class notes and read our textbook.  It was over 600 pages long, crammed with hundreds of personality disorders and disease definitions!  And while Marlowe was a fun-loving, easy-going, casual lecturer, his tests were unbelievably picky and detailed.  Our entertaining Dr. Jekyll somehow morphed into evil Mr. Hyde!  He required that we memorize even the foot-notes!  I’m embarrassed to say I flunked Abnormal Psychology.   A good friend laughed when she learned that and said, “Oh, that’s because you’re too normal!”  Normal or not, I simply hadn’t made the necessary preparations throughout the course!  And I discovered that last minute preparation didn’t allow me to digest that mountain of technical material!


Today many of my friends run a local race called the Dipsea.  This June will be the 100th running of the Dipsea, the oldest cross country race in the US, and after the Boston Marathon the second oldest American footrace period.  The race takes you over a 7.4 mile course from clock tower in Mill Valley up and over Mt. Tam and down to Stinson Beach on the other side.  Near the beginning of the race you begin running up 3 flights of stairs, a total of 671 in all, as tall as a fifty-story building to get up to Windy Gap at the top of the ridge.  By then it’s likely your legs are shot, but most of the hill running still lies ahead!  To do well on that course you have to be in great shape and do a lot of hill running!  There’s simply no substitute for it!  Just showing up on the morning of the race isn’t going to cut it.  If you haven’t prepared, it will show!  

In the same way, we must prepare for the return of Christ and final judgment by exercising our faith; by following Jesus and taking his teaching seriously.  Interpreters have wondered over the centuries precisely what the “oil” represents in the parable.  I think it represents the totality of our response to Christ and the gospel – including our deep and enduring faith in and loyalty to Jesus Christ, and our love for God!  It includes our interior life of prayer and worship and devotion, our reading and study and application of Scripture.  It also includes our observable behaviors and attitudes - our good works, our abstinence from evil and unloving treatment of others, our love for neighbors and even our enemies, and our willingness to forgive those who have injured us.

How are you preparing to meet Jesus Christ?  How should we be preparing?  Not trying to calculate the day and hour of his return, but by actively living out our faith, one day at a time. 


Let us pray:  Lord, work within us by Your Spirit to help us make wise preparations for Your return and final judgment by taking seriously Your call to discipleship and seeking each day to live out our faith.  In Your Holy Name.  Amen.
