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Be Prepared 

Matthew 25:1-13 

28 August 2022 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  Watch that you’re prepared and persevere as we wait for Jesus’ return. 

Big Question:  How do we prepare for Jesus’ return? 

Introduction 

In 1907, Lord Robert Baden-Powell, an English soldier founded the Scouting Movement. 

It only took a year for it to spread around the globe, including to Australia. 

The Scouts have a simple motto which hasn’t changed since the beginning:  be prepared. 

Baden-Powell was once asked, “Prepared for what?” and he simply replied, “Why, for any 

old thing.” 

 

According to Baden-Powell, ‘be prepared’ means to always be ready to do something that’s 

out of fashion today:  your duty. 

He wrote: 

“Be Prepared in Mind by having disciplined yourself to be obedient to 

every order, and also by having thought out beforehand any accident or 

situation that might occur, so that you know the right thing to do at the right 

moment, and are willing to do it. 

“Be Prepared in Body by making yourself strong and active and able to do 

the right thing at the right moment, and do it.” 

 

As I’m sure you can imagine, there’s disagreement about exactly how Christian Baden-

Powell was himself and how Christian he intended Scouts to be. 

However, he did once write, “Scouting is nothing less than applied Christianity.” 

If scouting is nothing less than applied Christianity, their motto also works for applied 

eschatology. 

Remember that eschatology is the doctrine of last things, which Jesus was addressing in 

chapter 24. 

How does the reality of what will happen then affect the way that we live now? 

Be prepared. 

Outline 

We’re in a series of talks where we’re looking at the fifth and final section of story in 

Matthew’s gospel. 
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Matthew’s gospel is carefully arranged into sections of story followed by sections of speech. 

In chapter 23, Jesus called out the hypocrisy of the Scribes and Pharisees because they 

claimed to be looking for Messiah, but firmly rejected Jesus. 

Jesus declared God’s judgment on them as a consequence. 

 

When Jesus leaves the temple, his disciples are both shocked and surprised. 

He responds by telling them that the temple will be torn down. 

Cue mic drop. 

The disciples then ask three key questions, which Jesus spends chapter 24 answering. 

• When will the temple be destroyed? 

• What will be the sign of your coming? And 

• What will be the sign of the end of the age? 

 

Last week, we saw very clearly that we don’t know when Jesus will come back. 

We don’t know the hour or the day – a message that’s repea24:36, 42, 44, 50. 

So be ready. 

 

As we begin chapter 25, we’re in the middle of three parables about being ready. 

Parables are short stories that’re used to make a point. 

Jesus often used them in his teaching. 

 

In verse one, he says “at that time the kingdom of heaven will be [in the future] like…” 

I think it’s most likely that “that time” is when the Son of Man comes. 

The reason being that’s the time he was talking about at the end of chapter 24 and that he’s 

still talking about in verse 31 of chapter 25. 

 

What he DOESN’T say strikes me as interesting. 

He doesn’t say, “At that time, the Millennial Kingdom will be like.” 

This doesn’t read naturally as the “rapture” of the church or the second coming following the 

Great Tribulation. 

He says, “At that time, the kingdom of heaven will be like.” 

 

The kingdom of heaven is a phrase that comes up a number of times in Matthew’s gospel – I 

counted it being used 32 times, starting with John the Baptist preaching in the wilderness: 
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Matthew 3:2 NIV11  2 and saying, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come 

near.” 

The kingdom of heaven means wherever Jesus’ rule has begun. 

Anyone who comes under the rule of the Lord Jesus is part of the kingdom of heaven. 

If you compare Matthew with the other gospels, the phrases “kingdom of heaven” and 

“kingdom of God” are used in the same way.1 

 

If you’re after a summary of this parable, it’s watch that you’re prepared and persevere as 

we wait for Jesus’ return. 

The wise person is prepared, even when there’s a long delay. 

The unexpectedness of Jesus’ return calls for us to be ready. 

We’ll look at three things: 

• The Groom Delayed (vv2-5) 

• The Young Girl’s Character Disclosed (vv6-9) 

• The Foolish Girls Debarred (vv10-12) 

‘Debarred’ might seem like an odd choice, but it does start with ‘d’. 

It just means to be shut out and refused entry. 

The Groom’s Delay (vv2-5) 

Firstly, we’re going to see the groom’s delay. 

 

Jesus, the master storyteller introduces us to all of the characters, starting in verse one. 

We’ll take them in reverse order. 

Firstly, there’s the groom who’s certainly meant to be Jesus himself. 

God’s described as a bridegroom a number of times in the Old Testament, but one of the 

clearest places is when God’s Chosen One, his Messiah, is described as a bridegroom in 

Isaiah 62:5. 

 

Then there are ten young women who were serving as bridesmaids. 

At that time, women typically got married between 12 and 18. 

Since they were unmarried to do that role, they would’ve also been virgins. 

But that’s not the point so much as that they were bridesmaids there to serve the couple. 

You’ll notice that there’s no mention of the bride in this story. 

Parables don’t make every detail clear and the bride isn’t an important part of this story. 
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I find it a bit difficult to describe exactly who these bridesmaids are. 

They’re people who are waiting to welcome the groom and are expecting to get into the 

party. 

The bridesmaids then represent people who are expecting to get into the kingdom of 

heaven. 

We might say that they’re people who call themselves Christians. 

 

Amongst this group of ten young women, we’re told there were two different sub-groups. 

Five of them were foolish and five of them were wise, verse two. 

That’s an assessment of their character. 

Which’s interesting because the thing that’s different between these two groups wasn’t a 

character trait. 

 

They can’t be separated based on whether they brought lamps or not. 

Both groups did that and at least seemed to give the illusion of wanting to honour the groom. 

Nor was it that they some brought oil and others didn’t because both groups did that. 

The key difference between them was whether they brought EXTRA oil or not. 

Being prepared with enough oil or not seems to be the difference between being wise and 

foolish here. 

 

As we read this, we can’t help thinking of the servant from last week. 

He could act foolishly or he could act wisely. 

In that parable, acting foolishly meant treating the other servants badly. 

Acting wisely was continuing to do his job even though he didn’t know when his master 

would turn up. 

 

Marriages were much bigger and longer affairs in Jewish culture than they are today. 

I was surprised by how much disagreement I found on the customs, probably because there 

was as much variation in wedding ceremonies then as there is today. 

Basically, the two families would make an agreement about their son and daughter getting 

married. 

When a Jewish man and woman got engaged, it was a binding agreement that was 

announced publicly. 

Unlike an engagement today, the only way out of it was to get a formal divorce declared. 

Your ‘yes’ meant ‘yes’. 
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It would then be a long time – anywhere up to a year – before they moved in together. 

 

On the day of the wedding, the groom would take some of his mates and go to the bride’s 

house. 

They’d have the formal part of the wedding ceremony there. 

Then they’d have a big procession through the streets as the groom took his to their new 

family home. 

Then there’d be a big party at the new couple’s house that could last as long as a week. 

 

It was usually dark by the time they headed from the ceremony to the party. 

The bridesmaids had the job of carry dirty, great big lanterns to draw attention to the 

procession. 

Jesus uses a different word for lamp here to the little ones he talked about putting under a 

basket in chapter five. 

Carrying a lamp was a sign you were part of the wedding party as you brought honour to the 

happy couple by providing a grand arrival. 

 

Don’t get too caught up in the mechanics of what’s going on here. 

People argue about whether the bridesmaids were waiting along the way or if they were out 

in front of the groom’s house. 

I can’t see that it really matters. 

However, I think it’s helpful to see verse one as a bit of an introduction rather than them 

coming out with lanterns twice. 

 

What does matter this that the groom was a long time coming, verse five. 

Brides are often late to weddings, aren’t they? 

Yes to make sure all the guests are there but also all the better to make a grand entrance. 

Except for one bride I know very well who had a particular reputation for being late. 

Her fiancé told her that if she was more than five minutes late, he mightn’t be there still. 

She made sure that she was on time… because he was such a catch. 

It was just too bad that the electricity had gone out and so there was a delay anyway. 

 

This time, it was the groom who was delayed. 

Maybe his father’s speech droned on and on, or his mother-in-law’s hat got in the way. 

We’ve really got no idea why. 
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But it’s clearly meant to show us that although Jesus’ coming is near, it’s also going to be 

delayed. 

 

In the meantime, all the young women who were waiting became drowsy and fell asleep. 

Notice that the difference wasn’t that the wise young women didn’t fall asleep, but the foolish 

ones did. 

They ALL felt drowsy as they waited and as the evening dragged on, they ALL found it hard 

to stay awake. 

You night owls are all thinking that’s crazy, but remember that without electric lights, people 

typically stuck more to the hours of the sun. 

 

It would be wrong to take this passage to be saying that sleep is bad. 

This isn’t saying that you should be setting a sentry at your house to make sure that 

someone’s watching all the time for Jesus to come back. 

The wise young women slept too. 

In fact, today, the wise person is careful to make sure that they get enough sleep. 

The wise person tries to make sure that they’ve got a healthy sleep pattern so that they don’t 

make mistakes or say the wrong thing because they’re tired. 

 

The difference between the wise and foolish young women was how much oil they brought 

with them. 

It wasn’t that some brought oil and some didn’t. 

No one forgot to bring any oil, but some of the them didn’t bring enough. 

The wise ones brought extra oil to be able to keep their lamps alight, but the foolish ones 

probably only brought as much as was in the lamp. 

 

This’s an important point because it gives some perspective on “near”. 

For any of the original disciples who thought that Jesus was coming back immediately, this’s 

a clear warning that he won’t. 

The bridegroom’s delay is the cause of revealing who’s wise and foolish, otherwise you 

wouldn’t be able to tell. 

His coming meant that it was too late for the foolish young women to use their Plan B. 

But it wasn’t the cause of their failing. 

The ones who didn’t bring enough – who weren’t prepared – were destined to fail from the 

beginning due to their lack of preparation. 
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People have understood the oil to be a symbol for all kinds of different things. 

Some have understood the oil to be the Holy Spirit and others to be good works. 

I think that the oil was, in fact, oil and not a symbol of anything in particular. 

The point of the parable is that how much oil they had is a sign of their preparation or lack of 

it. 

Some of them just didn’t bring enough oil to do the job and the groom’s delay meant that it 

was too late to make up for it later. 

 

Their lack of preparation was exposed by the groom’s delay. 

The Young Girl’s Character Disclosed (vv6-9) 

Secondly, the young girl’s character is disclosed. 

 

Finally, the cry goes out to come out and meet the groom in verse six. 

This didn’t mean that he’d arrived at this point, but was probably announced by a lookout or 

some kind of runner. 

We’re told that it happened around midnight, or more literally, sometime in the middle of the 

night. 

The point is that it was very late, far later than what was expected. 

 

Now we know that this was anything but a normal wedding. 

The groom would typically arrive with his wife after dark, but it was not at all usual for them 

to arrive quite that late. 

The hour was so late that it was now, in fact, the next day. 

Talk about arriving on the day and hour that nobody was expecting! 

 

All the young women wake up, verse seven. 

No doubt the first thing they did was check their lippy and mascara. 

Probably would’ve checked each other to make sure that they didn’t have bed hair. 

They also checked their lamps because they needed some attention too. 

 

Their lamps probably hadn’t been used at this point and so they all trimmed their lamps to 

make sure they were ready for use. 

I admit that I only had a vague idea of what trimming a lamp is. 
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But I turned to a YouTube video of quick tips for doomsday preppers to find out more than I’d 

ever want to know. 

Trimming a lamp means that you take some scissors to make a cone shape out of the wick. 

By increasing the surface area, you make the flame burn much brighter. 

 

It’s great to have a trimmed wick with it’s bright flame, but it’s not much help if you don’t have 

any oil. 

Remember that the foolish girls didn’t have any extra oil with them. 

They should’ve known well in advance they’d need more to get the job done and keep their 

torches lit. 

The problem is that they weren’t prepared and it was now too late at night to fix the problem. 

The groom was now too near to be able to do anything about it. 

 

My great-uncle used to say, “Allow for time and some delay, haste manages all things 

badly.” 

They didn’t allow for time and in their haste, they asked the others to share. 

Verse eight: 

Matthew 25:8 NIV11  8 The foolish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil; 

our lamps are going out.’ 

That seems like a reasonable enough request to me. 

What seems unreasonable is the wise young women telling the foolish young women to 

scoot. 

That doesn’t sound much like loving your neighbour to me. 

 

We’re told in verse nine that the reason the wise girls refuse to share is because there 

mightn’t be enough oil for them all. 

The wise young women have done the prep and made sure they’d got enough extra oil to 

keep their flames burning. 

They weren’t actually being selfish, they were actually being respectful of the groom. 

If they share the oil and everyone runs out before they get inside, the groom will be 

dishonoured. 

For the wise young women to help the foolish young women out would actually be a failure 

to honour the groom appropriately. 

 

The wise young women lived out the old saying, “Poor planning on your part does not 

necessitate an emergency on mine.” 
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They tell the foolish young women to go and buy some oil. 

That’s doesn’t really sound like a very practical solution though. 

Even tonight in Brisbane the shops aren’t open after 6pm. 

It’s not likely anything will be open at that time of day, yet what other choice did they have? 

 

Prior planning prevents pretty poor performance. 

Despite all the appearances, it turns out that they weren’t ready. 

And there won’t be time to make things right. 

The delay exposed their lack of preparation. 

 

I look out at you all this morning and you all look the same. 

Well, I mean, you all look different but none of you have ‘saved’ tattooed across your 

forehead. 

There’s no mark to know whether you’re prepared for the return of Christ or not. 

By just looking at you, I can’t tell whether you’re in the kingdom or if you’re out. 

Even baptism – the outward sign of entry into the church – doesn’t guarantee that you’re 

ready. 

 

It’s interesting how much Jesus’ delay reveals. 

There are people who look like they’re going to be shining stars – people who’ll do great 

things for the Lord. 

And yet over time they walk away and end up petering out into nothing. 

And then there are others who don’t look too bad or too sad to belong to the kingdom. 

Yet they end up coming in. 

Jesus’ delay shows who’s really prepared and who’s not. 

 

My expectation is that I’m speaking to a mixed audience here this morning. 

Some of you are ready and some of you aren’t. 

Some of you look like you’re in and it’ll turn out that you’re not. 

Watch yourself carefully to make sure that you’re not self-deceived. 

That’s why God’s given us baptism and church membership as a means for other Christians 

to affirm our faith more objectively than we ever can for ourselves. 

 

You might think that you’re doing just fine. 
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Perhaps you assume that God is happy with you. 

That you’re righteous enough in and of yourself to come into Jesus’ kingdom. 

But the delay will reveal that your righteousness isn’t enough. 

That you need to grab hold of Jesus’ righteousness or otherwise you won’t stand under his 

searching judgement. 

 

The foolish young girls’ character is disclosed by the groom’s delay. 

The Foolish Girls Debarred (vv10-12) 

Finally, we’ll see the foolish girls are debarred, they’re not allowed in. 

 

While the foolish young women are gone, buying more oil, the groom finally arrives. 

The foolish young women weren’t ready and so they miss the boat. 

Their lack of preparation caused them to miss the vital moment. 

Or perhaps more clearly, their lack of concern to be ready means they miss out on coming 

into the party. 

 

The wise young women were the ones who were ready with enough oil for the job at hand. 

They were their ready and waiting for the groom so that they could show him honour. 

So, the doors were opened and they were led into the wedding banquet by the groom. 

They’re welcomed in to celebrate with the groom on this great occasion. 

 

Once the wise young women have followed the groom in, the door gets shut and locked 

behind them. 

People aren’t allowed to just drop in from that point. 

This’s a private party and there won’t be people coming and going as they please. 

Let’s get this party started! 

 

The foolish young women come back only to find the door’s been shut. 

They call out to the groom, asking that he’ll open up the door for them. 

We’re not told whether they were able to get more oil or not. 

At this point though, it’s irrelevant because it’s too late. 
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They fully expect that they’re still part of the wedding party and so they’ll be able to come in 

for the banquet too. 

What a slap in the face that is to them when he replies! 

He calls out, verse twelve: 

Matthew 25:12 NIV11 ““But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I don’t know you.’” 

Not only won’t he let them in, he tells them that he won’t let them in because he doesn’t 

know them. 

Wow, it’s bad enough to be told that you’re not welcome, but to be told that you’re not even 

known takes it to a whole new level. 

 

Now, in terms of storytelling, this seems like that final obstacle that they need to get around. 

We might wonder in what spectacular way this problem’s going to be overcome so that 

foolish young women can enter into the banquet. 

Perhaps they’ll be able to find a secret passage to get in or one of the wise young women 

will leave a window ajar. 

Except that’s not what happens. 

 

Surely there’s meant to be a way that the remaining women can realise their error and yet 

still make it in and have a happy ending. 

The Bible is full of stories of grace and second chances. 

All sort of obstacles are overcome allowing people to come in and be part of God’s people. 

But not this time, this time is different, final. 

 

There’s no second chances here. 

The story ends, but I think it’s quite clear that they’re shut out for good. 

There’s no hope for them getting back in. 

This’s one party that you’re not allowed to enter late. 

There’s a limit to your opportunity to enter the kingdom of heaven. 

 

It’s like when you go to the theatre. 

You’ve got to be prepared and make sure you get there early. 

I’ve been shut out before and there are bouncers on the door so that you simply can’t get in. 

You’re left in the eerily vacant silence of the foyer, not knowing what’s going on inside but 

knowing that you’ve missed out. 
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If you think that there’s not going to be an end, then you need to hear the truth and urgency 

of this. 

Jesus seems to be quite clear that there will be a limit on the opportunity to come in and be 

part of his people. 

After that point, there won’t be any second chances. 

We get second chances in this life, but there’s a limit – either Jesus returns to us or we go to 

be with him in death. 

There’s no purgatory – a place where we can work off our sins and be able to join the party 

later, as it were. 

 

I haven’t pointed most of them out, but there are heaps of links between what Jesus says in 

this last section of speech and what he did in the first section of speech in the gospel. 

There are all kinds of links and similarities between the Olivet Discourse and the Sermon on 

the Mount. 

But here’s one of the clearest links that reminds us of chapter seven. 

 

There, Jesus talks about the wise and foolish builder rather than young women. 

In chapter 7 it’s the person who performs miracles and here it’s the person who looks 

prepared. 

Notice that both the groom and Jesus don’t say that they knew the foolish person and now 

they don’t anymore. 

They were never known in the first place. 

The wise Christian is prepared and known and the foolish, unprepared Christian isn’t. 

Matthew 7:21–23 NIV11 21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the 

kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in 

heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 

name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ 

Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ 

 

This shows us the urgency to be prepared now. 

Now’s the time of salvation, now’s the time when you must repent and come to Jesus in 

faith. 

If you shut Jesus out, there’s a day when he won’t leave the door open any longer. 

Today is the day of salvation, as another Biblical author says: 

2 Corinthians 6:2b NIV11 I tell you, now is the time of God’s favour, now is the day 

of salvation.” 
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Don’t be self-deceived into thinking that you’ll be able to deceive Jesus. 

Some of us just want fire insurance or life insurance. 

We want to have the illusion of being a Christian and expect to have all the benefits without 

needing to go all in. 

We’re happy to have Jesus as Saviour, but not as Lord of our lives. 

That’s dangerous. 

If that’s you, you’re in a dangerous place. 

 

But there is hope. 

The hope of the gospel is that if we come to Jesus and confess that we have been 

rebellious, we will find forgiveness. 

Jesus will reform us from the inside out. 

The New Covenant promises that we’ll receive a new heart. 

Trusting in him is the only preparation you need. 

We can be changed by Jesus so that we’re prepared and not debarred from the kingdom. 

Conclusion 

It’s interesting to see where Jesus seems to be landing the plane as he talks to his disciples. 

His point isn’t that they should be looking out for all the signs of his return. 

His point is that we need to be prepared. 

 

The conclusion comes there in verse thirteen: 

Matthew 25:13 NIV11  13 “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day 

or the hour. 

The command “keep watch” – and it is a command – is an interesting one. 

Jesus could well be saying that we need to be looking out for his return. 

It could equally be that we’re meant to keep watch of ourselves because we don’t know the 

day or the hour. 

You don’t know the hour or the day, so keep watch of yourselves. 

 

Being prepared isn’t so much about being prepared for any situation. 

It’s about you being prepared for Jesus to come back. 

Now’s the time to trust in Jesus so that you know for sure that you’ll be prepared for his 

return. 
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Robert Baden-Powell knew the importance of being prepared in this life. 

We mustn’t be unprepared for the next life. 

In the famous words of Scar from the Lion King: 

So prepare for a chance of a lifetime 

Be prepared for sensational news 

A shining new era 

Is tiptoeing nearer 

And where do we feature? 

Just listen to teacher2 

Listen to Jesus:  be ready and watchful for the Son of Man!

 
1 Only Matthew uses the phrase ‘kingdom of heaven.’ 
2 Elton John and Tim Rice.  “Be Prepared.”  Track 3 on The Lion King : original motion picture 
soundtrack. Walt Disney, 1994, CD.   
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Big Idea:  Watch that you’re prepared and persevere as we wait for Jesus’ return. 

Big Question:  How do we prepare for Jesus’ return? 

Discussion Questions 

1. Use the diagram to label and describe the characters in the parable. 

2. Why don’t you think the bride is mentioned in this parable? 

3. What is the significance of the young women falling asleep? 

4. What did it mean for the young women to be prepared? 

5. Was it morally valid for the wise young women not to give the foolish young women 

some of their oil? 

6. What was the reward for the young women who were prepared? 

7. What does it look like for us to be prepared? 

8. Do you think we can we know whether we’re prepared for Jesus’ return?  How? 

 

 


