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Matthew 15:1-13 

 

Today’s parable about the wise and foolish bridesmaids / maidens is part of Jesus’ 5th and final sermon in 

Matthew’s Gospel.  It is prompted by the disciples’ question about the sign and the when of Jesus’ coming 

again.  “Tell us, Lord, when will this be, and what will be the sign of your coming and the end of the age?” 

they asked (24:3). 

Jesus’ response to the sign question is found in the early verses of chapter 24.  Then he starts to answer the 

when question midway through the 24th chapter—and proceeds to tell 5 story-answers in rapid succession—

through chapter 25.     

Today’s parable is the 3rd in this series.  Next week we’ll hear the 4th (the Parable of the Talents)… and on 

the final Sunday of the church year, Christ the King Sunday, in just two weeks, we’ll hear the 5th story of this 

series (the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats).   

In response to this when question, Jesus makes it clear that there will, one day, be an end to things as we 

know them; BUT Jesus is equally clear that no one, including even himself, knows when that will be.  There 

will be no missing it when it happens; BUT until then, Jesus warns his disciples (and us) to stay clear of 

anyone who claims to have it all figured out.  Jesus says, clearly, that all such speculation… all such 

calculation is a total waste of time!   

And frankly, that’s NOT where Jesus wants us to focus our attention.  He is much more concerned about 

what we’re DOING now… how we are LIVING now in the meantime…    as we WAIT… in hope… for his 

coming again. 

 

WAITING—is something that we are all accustomed to… something few, if any of us, like.  Whether it’s 

WAITING for Christmas morning to arrive—that impatient WAITING that most of us remember from our 

childhood… or WAITING for a phone call from the doctor with our test results… or WAITING for news of 

a loved one’s safe arrival when traveling… or WAITING for vaccines to be developed so life can “get back 

to normal”… we all know how hard WAITING is…  

WAITING carries with it so many different emotions—anticipation… dread… agitation… eagerness… 

longing… fear—depending on what we are WAITING for… what we expect.   

Think about your own experience of WAITING.   

Is there something you are WAITING for?  (besides the end of this pandemic ☺)  Something you are 

anticipating / looking ahead to – be it good or not?   

• Maybe it is WAITING for a friend or family member to check in with an update…  

• Maybe it is WAITING for the pain and emptiness of grief / loss to go away…  

• Maybe it is WAITING for a lead on a new job… or a grade on an important test or assignment… 

Like it or not, we are well acquainted with WAITING!  We know, all too well, that living in the “in-between 

time” of WAITING is not easy.   

Well, if the WAITING of our day-to-day lives is hard… this kind of WAITING that Matthew is talking 

about here is even worse.   

• WAITING for something that is long overdue… taking much longer than anyone expected or hoped 

for…  

• WAITING for something you’re not sure will even come in your life-time… 
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•  WAITING that involves active preparation and “readiness” when you’re not even sure what you 

should be preparing for… 

• WAITING for the Lord to show up… in the midst of your WAITING… 

This kind of WAITING is especially hard!   

So… what should we be doing “in the meantime”… while we WAIT?   The parable’s answer is: “Be ready.  

Be prepared.  And make sure you have enough oil to keep your lamps burning.”   

   --------------------------------------------------------- 

“Keep your lamps trimmed and burning, keep your lamps trimmed and burning, keep your lamps trimmed 

and burning, for the time is drawing nigh… 

Sisters, don’t grow weary, brothers, don’t grown weary, children don’t grow weary, for the time is drawing 

nigh…”    

   --------------------------------------------------------- 

There is really only one difference between the wise and the foolish bridesmaids in this parable—the wise 

ones are prepared for the WAITING… they carry extra oil for their lamps; the foolish ones do NOT.   

When the bridegroom’s arrival is announced, all 10 bridesmaids get up and trim their lamps; and that’s when 

the foolish ones realize that they don’t have enough oil to keep their lamps burning. 

So… let’s think about the oil for those lamps.  The parable doesn’t give us any details here—it doesn’t tell us 

whether the bridesmaids had extra oil at home… whether the wise bridesmaids were down to the last flask of 

oil… or whether the foolish ones simply didn’t think to get more.  The parable’s only concern is what the 

bridesmaids carried with them when they left the house…  

So maybe that is where we should focus today.  Maybe this is a story about the oil we carry with us… if we 

are wise.  What might that look like—the oil we carry with us?    

A friend of mine once gave a talk about the spiritual life of Christians.  She brought an old oil lamp—the 

kind with a wick and real oil in the bottom—and talked about how our “call” / vocation, as Christians, is be 

light for others—“to let our light shine before others… that they may see our good works and give glory to 

our Father in heaven.”   

Then she lit the wick… and we watched the lamp burn.  But—and here’s the rigged part— because there was 

very little oil left in that lamp, it only burned for a few seconds.   

She asked us: What happens when the oil runs out?  We answered: The light goes out…  

Simply put: A Christian with no oil can’t “let their light shine” for anybody to see…    

A Christian with no oil can’t be “a light shining in the darkness of this world”… no matter how much they 

might want to be.   

• What fills us up spiritually (especially these days) when we’re about to run dry?   

• What replenishes our oil supply and keeps our lamps burning?   

• How can we make sure we have enough of that oil with us… so our lamps won’t run dry / go out 

over the long haul… so we’ll be prepared and ready when the bridegroom  arrives… no matter how 

long the WAIT?   
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A lot of thought and speculation has gone into trying to figure out what the oil, here, symbolizes.  Martin 

Luther thought it represented faith… but can you run out of faith?  Other commentators think it represents 

good works / acts of service… but can good works run out?  Can you go out and buy more good deeds to 

restock your supply of oil?   

Personally, I think the oil refers to a person’s relationship with God—who, alone, is the source and power of 

our lives of faith… the source and power behind our good deeds and acts of love and service.   

Remember, when the foolish bridesmaids found the door shut to the wedding banquet, they cried out, “Lord, 

Lord, open to us.”  But the bridegroom replied, “Truly I tell you, I do not know you.”   

Being known by the bridegroom… is important.  This knowing is more than just having information about 

God that you can share / verses you can quote… it means “being intimately acquainted with / in a close 

relation to.”    

If the oil in this parable is having a close relationship with God—the source and power in our lives… the 

power that gives us a “glow” / makes us lights shining in the world—it is possible to let that relationship 

“burn out / run dry”… and when the bridegroom comes, it is too late to try and establish the relationship.   

This would explain why the wise bridesmaids do not / cannot share their oil with the foolish bridesmaids.  

Simply put, there are some kinds of oil that you cannot borrow from anyone else.  There are some kinds of 

preparation you can only do for yourself (with the Spirit’s help, of course)… oil reserves that only God can 

build up in and for you—through study and prayer… through worship and service.   

 

In these “final” teachings of Jesus, it is clear that Jesus is trying to form “focused” disciples who keep their 

eyes (and hearts) on the core of the gospel—“Love God… and Love your neighbor” (living it out, every 

day)… disciples who remain faithful to their “call” to ministry and service in the here and now… while they 

WAIT for his coming… whenever that may be.   

As a colleague of mine put it, “Jesus is NOT training short-distance sprinters.  He is training long-distance 

marathon runners who are poised and ready to stay faithful and focused for the long haul.”   

Dear friends, WAITING for the bridegroom’s arrival… living with the end in sight…. sticking with Jesus’ 

program for the long-haul… means living into the kingdom every moment of every day…  

It means doing the necessary work that each day brings—the work of justice / mercy… the work of 

forgiveness / reconciliation… the work of rebuilding / working together…the work of loving service to “the 

least of these”—and doing it precisely because we know the bridegroom is always close at hand… whether 

the end comes anytime soon or not.   

 

“Keep your lamps trimmed and burning, keep your lamps trimmed and burning, keep your lamps trimmed 

and burning, for the time is drawing nigh… 

Sisters, don’t grow weary, brothers, don’t grown weary, children don’t grow weary, for the time is drawing 

nigh…”    

 


