EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#5 The Ten Virgins: How Ready Are You?
October 10th, 2010 - Matthew 25:1-13 
Today we ponder a very vivid and powerful parable: The Ten Virgins. The disciples have loads of questions for Jesus about His Second Coming. Jesus has good advice. To quote Starbucks coffee: Life is short ---- stay awake!  
It seems that people have always been making predictions about the second coming.  A well known Christian wrote: the last days are upon us. Weigh carefully the times. Look for Him who is above all time, eternal and invisible.   That was not written by a modern prophecy expert but by a man named Ignatius (about 110 A.D).  Just a couple of decades after the apostle John wrote Revelation. Another early church father, Hippolytus, wrote in the year 236 A.D. that Christ was sure to return by 500 A.D. When the year 1000 was approaching some Christians didn’t plant crops for the next year. In the 1500’s, Martin Luther wrote: We have reached the time of the white horse of the Apocalypse. This world will not last any longer . . . than another hundred years.

A little known fact of the life of Christopher Columbus is that he was a student of biblical prophecy. He wrote a volume called The Book of Prophecies, in which he predicted that the world would end in the year 1656. He wrote: there is no doubt that the world must end in one hundred fifty-five years. The year 1666 saw an explosion in end time’s speculation. One pastor wrote in his journal that every time a storm hit that year, his people would go to the church building to await Christ’s second coming. And it keeps going.  Some believe it will be 2012 because apparently that’s when the Mayan calendar runs out. Actually, some are setting an exact date – 12/21/12. There’s a movie called, “2012”? How would the governments of our planet prepare six billion people for the end of the world? They wouldn’t. The end is just the beginning. Some people are really serious about this.

ABC News reported on a man named Patrick Geryl, who quit his job because he’d saved up just enough money to last him until December 2012: After that, he thought, he wouldn’t need it anyway. When asked what would happen if this date were to come and go without the earthquakes and tsunamis of his predictions: I don’t really contemplate that possibility. My predictions are so spectacular, they can’t possibly be wrong. When you hear people making frantic prophecies about the end, Jesus said in Matthew 24:36: No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. We don’t know the exact time. We’re to expect Him at any time. Matthew 24: 42 & 44: Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come…So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.  Life is short --- stay awake! How ready are you? Let’s read the parable and I will make some observations! 

OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE PARABLE


Matthew 25:1: …the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Weddings back then were the biggest social event in a village and were quite different from the way we celebrate weddings today. The father of the bride (no, not Steve Martin) and the father of the groom would get together and draw up an official contract. This was considered the engagement period which was followed by the betrothal that involved vows and binding promises between the couple. And then there was a period of time, often up to a year, in which the bridegroom would prepare a place for them to live. When he was finished he would then go to her parent’s house to pick her up and then take her home to his house. That’s what we see here. The bridegroom is coming to get his bride. This would often happen at night and so the bridesmaids would lift up their lamps to provide light for the joyful procession. People got married young back then so the “ten virgins” were young girls who had never been married. 
Matthew 25: 2-4:  Five of them were foolish and five were wise.  The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. Half were ready and half were not!
The five foolish ones didn’t bring any fuel with them. The word foolish is moros. Our word is moron, or stupid.  The wise women on the other hand, had pouches filled with oil to keep their lamps lit. Reminds me of a doctor, a pastor, and a young boy on a plane that was about to crash.  They only had two parachutes. The doctor proclaimed he was the smartest man on the plane and deserved to survive. He took a parachute and jumped. The pastor looked and the young boy and told the young boy to take the last parachute since he had already lived a full Christian life. The boy replied: Don’t worry. The smartest man on this plane just jumped out with my back pack! Some people who appear to be wise are not so wise!
Matthew 25:5: The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. It was quite common for the bridegroom to be delayed. In our culture people would be worried that he somehow got cold feet.  This groom is simply taking his time. A young man applied for a job as a farm hand. When asked for his qualifications, he said: I can sleep when the wind blows. This puzzled the farmer, but he took a liking to the young man and hired him. A few days later, the farmer and his wife were awakened in the night by a violent storm. They quickly began to check things out to see if all was secure. All was well. It was then that the farmer grasped the meaning of the words: I can sleep when the wind blows. The farm hand performed his work faithfully when the skies were clear. When the wind blew, he had no fear. He was able to sleep in peace. Because the wise bridesmaids were ready, they could sleep peacefully. When you’re ready, you can go through the routines of life without fear.

Matthew 25:6: At midnight the cry rang out: Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet him! While the bridesmaids are snoring, suddenly out of the darkness and the quietness the bridegroom comes. Exodus 11:4: About midnight I will go throughout Egypt. Maybe that’s why the rabbis used to say that the Messiah would come at midnight. Jesus will come like a “thief in the night,” when we least expect Him. Matthew 24:31 describes a loud trumpet call to announce His coming.  1 Thessalonians 4:16: For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God… His coming will not be quiet!

Matthew 25:7: Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. 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. The word trimmed means that they removed the burnt parts of the linen or torch so that they would burn clean. But here’s where we see the huge difference between the bridesmaids. The foolish are filled with fear as they are running low on oil. The idea is that it’s a gradual process that leads to the flame being extinguished. The wise knew that if they shared their oil that none of them would have enough and so they tell them to go over to Super Wal-Mart and buy their own. 

Matthew 25:10-11: But while they were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet. And the door was shut. Later the others also came. Sir! Sir! they said. Open the door for us!  The idea here is that the door was shut and stayed shut. Doors back then used a very heavy and cumbersome bolt that would have made a grating noise when secured.  Later, the five others arrive, presumably now with oil, and they shout out, Sir! Sir! Open the door for us! Being a bridesmaid was a great honor and privilege. To be unprepared and shut out of the reception was the stuff of which young women’s nightmares were made. They not only missed the entire procession back to the groom’s house, along with all the festive dancing and singing, they also missed the moment when the bride was brought into the groom’s house under the wedding canopy. This would have greatly insulted the dignity of the host.  Those who were prepared got to go to the party. While the unprepared were left out. Incidentally, this celebration often lasted seven days.

Matthew 25:12-13: But he replied, I tell you the truth, I don’t know you. Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour. Their pathetic cries were of no avail. It’s interesting that they are not told: You’re too late but are instead dismissed with: I don’t know you. I can’t imagine anything more frightening than to hear Jesus say these words. It should send a shiver down our spines. Those who were unprepared were unable to enter. 

APPLICATION TO OUR LIVES

Prepare for delay, but be ready today: Verse 13: Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour. We must prepare for a delay, but be ready today. Life is short ---- stay awake! Have you heard the story of Jeff and Janell Youngbluth’s first date? Janell was expecting Jeff to show up. She was dressed up and waiting patiently. By the time he was an hour late, she figured she had been stood up. She took off her makeup, put on her pajamas, and sat down to watch TV with the dog. As her favorite show was just coming on, the doorbell rang. It was Jeff. He stared at her wide eyed: I’m two hours late, and you’re still not ready? Ask yourself this question!

What do I want to be found doing ____ (fill in the blank) when the Lord returns? 1 John 2:28: And now, dear children, continue in him, so that when he appears we may be confident and unashamed before him at his coming. Are we living in such a way that we would shrink away in shame if Jesus were to come back! Would you want Him to show up at work and see your attitude? Do you want to be yelling at the kids? The main point of this parable is to prepare for a delay, but be ready today. Don’t let Jesus return sneak up on you! Life is short ---- stay awake!  
There are some things that you cannot borrow: Verse 7: … The foolish ones said to the wise, Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out. In April, 1988 the evening news reported on a photographer who was also a skydiver. He had jumped from a plane along with several other skydivers and filmed the group as they individually dove out of the plane and opened their parachutes. As the video was being shown of each member of the crew jumping out and then pulling their rip chord so that their parachute opened to the wind, the final skydiver opened his chute and then the picture went berserk. The announcer reported that the cameraman had fallen to his death, having jumped out of the plane without a parachute. It wasn’t until he reached for the ripcord that he realized he was free falling without a parachute. Up until then, he was enjoying himself and was absorbed in what he was doing. But tragically, he was unprepared for the jump. It did not matter how many times he had done it before or what skill he had. By forgetting the parachute he made a foolish and deadly mistake. Nothing could save him, because his faith was in a parachute which he had never taken the trouble to buckle on. 
No one can wear a parachute in your place. It doesn’t work that way. You need your own. Don’t try to borrow someone else’s oil, be sure to have some of your own. We cannot borrow from the preparation of others. A lot of times people think that others can make the preparations for them, but the truth is God knows our hearts and judges us individually. No matter what your heritage is, no matter how many Sundays you have been in Church God still is going to judge individually, nobody can make the preparations that you need to make for yourself. One of the most humbling things that I can imagine is that I must stand before God one day, and I won’t be able to pull one over on him, he knows my heart, he knows the things I have thought, he sees between the lines. I may be able to pull one over on other people. I may be able to convince others of my godliness, but God knows our hearts. 
Two other things that we cannot borrow from another are "faith and character" This means that another person’s faith will not cover you. Just because you were reared in a Christian home or you are in church with other people of faith does not necessarily mean that you have faith. It will not rub off just by sitting next to someone who has a vital relationship with Christ. You cannot “catch” faith like you catch a cold. You cannot borrow it from your friends, and you cannot get it from your parents. God has no grandchildren, only children. Character cannot be borrowed. William Barclay: We cannot always be living on the spiritual capital which others have amassed. There are certain things we must acquire for ourselves. God is the dispenser of oil, and you need to come to him while there is still time. Like the parachuting camera man, don’t let the moment of death to be the thing that alerts you to your own spiritual poverty. You will reach for a rip chord that is not there.  There are some things that can’t be borrowed!
Take Advantage of Today’s Opportunities: Verse four: The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. Oil pictures for us the grace of God that we possess. It is by the grace of God that the light of Christ, who is the light of the world, shines in us and through us. The opportunity to shine for Jesus is now. We already have the understanding that He is coming which is why way must always be living a life of grace through faith as we live outwardly what we believe. Missed opportunities are only a picture of what it would be like when the door shuts after Christ comes in glory and final victory. 
In early 1874 an inventor named Elisha Gray transmitted a few musical notes over a telegraph wire. He thought to himself: If I can send music, perhaps I could send the human voice. The New York Times reported predictions of a "talking telegraph", and the public began to grow eager for it. Just one-year later Gray believed he had the answer. Tin can like voice chambers connected by a wire in a liquid that could turn vibrations into signals is what came into his mind. However, he did not put his idea on paper for two months. After finally making a sketch, he waited four more days before he went to the patent office. When he arrived, Mr. Gray was told that just two hours earlier a school teacher had come through that same door with his own sketch and had already applied for the patent. His name was Alexander Graham Bell. When you compared the sketches, the voice chambers, the wire, and the liquid everything was identical.  The reason we know the name Alexander Graham Bell and until today, never heard the name Elisah Gray is simply because one man seized the opportunity the other one waited until it was too late. 

When 20th Century Fox advertised in the New York papers to fill a vacancy in its sales force, one applicant replied: I am at present selling furniture at the address below. You may judge my ability as a salesman if you will stop in to see me at anytime, pretending that you are interested in buying furniture. When you come in, you can identify me by my red hair. And I will have no way of identifying you. Such salesmanship as I exhibit during your visit, therefore, will be no more than my usual workday approach and not a special effort to impress a prospective employer.  From among more than 1500 applicants, this guy got the job. Take advantage of today’s opportunities! That’s grace!
On October 3, 1994, the Supreme Court of the United States opened its 1994-95 term. According to the New York Times News Service, the court’s legal business for that first day could be summed up with one word: no. The court announced it had refused to hear more than 1,600 cases. For those cases, that was the last court of appeal, the final word. There’s something terribly final about judgment. The Supreme Court says no, and that’s it. No appeals.       No arguments. The books are sealed, and the decision is final. On the great day of judgment there will also be a terrible crescendo of no’s. No, you cannot enter my kingdom. The doors will be shut forever. No appeal. No time to change one’s mind. Those who have rejected Jesus Christ will have forever lost their opportunity for eternal life. The opportunity to get things right is now. The door is still open. When the door closes the foolish will be shut out. We are the light of Christ. We are called to get the message of forgiveness of sins in Christ out to a lost world!
John F. Kennedy: The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining. That is our challenge as we Proclaim Christ in a Changing World. Are we taking advantage of letting our light shine in our homes, neighborhoods, at school, and in the work place? History is filled with the wrecks of delay. One moment’s delay may usher in an eternity of regret. Delay poses so serious a threat that Jesus offered up this parable on the danger of being unprepared at His coming. We must take advantage of today’s opportunities for the sake of the Gospel! Every time a little boy went to a playmate’s house, he found the friend’s grandmother deeply engrossed in reading her Bible. He questioned: Why do you suppose your grandmother reads the Bible so much? Reply: I’m not sure. I think it’s because she’s cramming for her final exams! Yes we must be ready. Those who are ready themselves are in a better position to shine!
Before General Eisenhower died, Billy Graham was invited to visit him at Walter Reed Hospital in Washington, DC He was told he could stay thirty minutes. When he went in, the general was wearing his usual big smile, even though he knew he didn’t have long to live. Later Graham told what happened: When the thirty minutes were up, he asked me to stay longer and said to me, Billy, I want you to tell me again how can I be sure my sins were forgiven and that I am going to heaven, because nothing else matters now. I took my New Testament and read him Scriptures.             I pointed out that we are not going to heaven because of our good works, or because of money we’ve given to the church. We are going to heaven totally and completely on the basis of the merits of what Christ did on the cross. Therefore he could rest in the comfort that Jesus paid it all! After prayer, Ike said, Thank you I’m ready! 
How ready are you? Those who are ready take advantages of the opportunities! Amen!
