BE PREPARED - MATTHEW 25:1-13

Being Prepared for Christ's Coming #3

(Excerpt from the Movie “Miracle”)

The victory of the U.S. Hockey team over the Soviet Union in the 1980 Olympics in Lake Placid, NY remains one of the greatest sports upsets in all history.  It certainly would be the greatest sports upset that I have witnessed in my lifetime.  In many ways, how an amateur hockey team made up of mostly college students could defeat the finest professional team in the world who regularly defeated NHL all stars still remains a mystery.  But there was a statement made by the commentator at the beginning to this video clip that gave a clue to the U.S. Hockey team’s success.  He said, “I’m really amazed how well conditioned the U.S. team is – I’ve never seen the Soviets out-skated this late in the game.”  Most people never noticed the U.S. Hockey team until the Olympic Games started.  But for months before the games began, that team had been conditioning and practicing so that when the moment of truth came, they were prepared.
The Bible tells us that the Lord Jesus Christ is coming back to this earth one day to take his bride, the church, home to heaven.  The last words that those eye-witnesses who saw Jesus ascend into heaven heard were “Men of Galilee, why do you stand here looking up into the sky?  This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.”  (Acts 1:11)
*Jesus Christ is coming back to take his bride, the church, to her heavenly home.  And God expects to find every one of his children watching for Christ's coming.  How can one be sure he or she is ready for the Lord's return?  We have been looking at the teaching of Jesus Christ to his disciples concerning this very subject during the past several Sunday mornings in 3 parables that Jesus gave to his followers.  We have already seen that to be watching means to be faithful.  As God looks down on us from his heavenly throne, he sees those who are faithful servants of His as being ready for the coming of his son.  Now this week we want to look at this matter of being prepared for the Lord's coming.  We see this truth in the parable of the ten virgins that Jesus give in the first 13 verses of Matthew 25.

MT 25:1 "At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. 2 Five of them were foolish and five were wise. 3 The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. 4 The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. 5 The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep.

    MT 25:6 "At midnight the cry rang out: `Here's the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!'

    MT 25:7 "Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. 8 The foolish ones said to the wise, `Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out.'

    MT 25:9 " `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.'

    MT 25:10 "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.

    MT 25:11 "Later the others also came. `Sir! Sir!' they said. `Open the door for us!'

    MT 25:12 "But he replied, `I tell you the truth, I don't know you.'

    MT 25:13 "Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.


Now we have to know something about a Jewish wedding during Biblical times in order to understand this parable.  Weddings not only involved a bride and groom in these days, but they also affected the entire family.  Often, the decision as to whom a son or daughter might marry was made by the parents early in life.  The marriages were arranged between 2 families so that everyone was in agreement.  As the proposed marriage drew near, often at an age that we would consider quite young today, a formal betrothal ceremony was held so that the couple would be officially recognized as being engaged.  At this time, a dowry was paid to the parents of the bride.  The purpose of the dowry was for the bride's maintenance if something happened where the marriage didn't work out and there was a divorce sending the bride back to her parent's household.  The engagement was not viewed in the Jewish culture as a trial period, but rather it was binding upon the couple.  If for any reason the marriage did not take place, the girl could not marry someone else unless a legal divorce had been secured after the betrothal was made.  Following the engagement ceremony, there was a period of several months up to a year before the actual marriage occurred.  The purpose for this time was 2 fold.  First, the moral purity of the couple would be shown to each other.  And, also, the groom would have time to prepare a house for them to live in.  When the time of the wedding came, there was great celebration and festivity.  The groom accompanied by the friends of the bridegroom would wind around in a long processional through the town ending up at the house of the bride's parents.  All along the way, the procession would pick up more and more people as friends were invited to join in the festivities.  When the groom arrived with his groomsmen at the house of his soon-to-be inlaws, he would find his bride and her attendants there.  Then the wedding ceremony would take place, and the groom would take his new bride back to the home that he had prepared for her.  The groomsmen and the bridesmaids and the parents and all of the other relatives and friends would follow the newly married couple back to their new home, and there would be a great party - often going on for days.  
Now one cannot help but see the many similarities between this common, Jewish wedding and the marriage between Jesus Christ, the son of God, and his bride, the church.  This wedding has been arranged and planned from eternities past in the mind of the sovereign God of the universe.  Jesus Christ came to this earth to purchase his bride not just with gold or silver but with his own precious blood.  The dowry has been paid, the engagement has been made.  The Holy Spirit has already been given as an engagement ring.  This betrothal is just as binding as the actual marriage itself as more and more members are being added to the church, the bride of Christ.  In the meantime, during this engagement period, Jesus Christ is in heaven preparing an eternal home for his bride.  "I am going to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am,"  Jesus told his disciples just before his departure from them (John 14:2,3).  When that heavenly home is completed, and the final member of the bride is brought into the body of Christ, then Jesus Christ is going to come back in a heavenly processional in the clouds of the air to take his bride to heaven for the marriage of the lamb, the festivities of the marriage supper, and an eternity of living together in perfect harmony and joy.  What a wedding procession that is going to be!  What a party that marriage supper of the lamb will be!

Now when Jesus Christ comes in that glorious processional to receive his bride, he is going to expect her to be prepared for him.  Think of how a bridegroom would feel if he came to get his bride for the marriage and she wasn't prepared.  She hadn't washed her hair, she hadn't put on her makeup, she hadn't clothed herself in that beautiful wedding dress - the groom would wonder how excited she was about this wedding, wouldn't he?

That's what this parable is all about.  There were 10 virgins, or bridesmaids as we might call them today, who were to be involved in this wedding.  But the groom took a little longer getting there then they thought he would.  When the groom finally arrived in this nocturnal procession - and very often the Jewish weddings in Christ's day took place at night for there was something exciting about that processional through the darkened streets by torchlight, and more people could attend after the working hours were over- 5 of these bridesmaids were prepared for his coming.  They had plenty of oil for their lamps, they were dressed and ready to go.  But 5 of these bridesmaids were not prepared.  They didn’t have enough oil.  Now what lessons can we learn from  Christ’s teaching in this parable with regards to our being prepared for his return?  

1.  First, Jesus Christ is reminding us that we cannot neglect being prepared for his coming thinking that we will have time to get ready when he finally appears.  

5 foolish women thought that they would have time for final preparations when the bridegroom finally arrived.  5 wise women realized that they had better be prepared in advance.  There was plenty of time for preparation.  In fact, each of the women had time for a nap.  "The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep"  25:5.  But the difference between the 5 wise bridesmaids and the 5 foolish bridesmaids was in the fact that the wise women didn't neglect their preparation.  The foolish ones thought that they could somehow procrastinate until the final moment and then make preparations.

Procrastination is a problem that almost all of us have at times.  But there are some who procrastinate so regularly that they seem to honor procrastination in their lifestyle.  In fact in 1957, the Procrastinators Club of America was formed.  Their motto is: "We feel that anything worth doing is worth putting off".  None of the members pay their dues on time.  If you do, you get kicked out of the club.  They haven't even observed National Procrastinators Week on time yet.  Every year they announce, "Last week was National Procrastinators Week".   This club just accentuates in humor a real problem that we all wrestle with in our lives that is quite serious at times.

We have a phrase "wait a minute".  Have you ever stopped to calculate what a minute costs?  If a person makes 50,000 dollars a year, every minute costs 50 cents.  
Whereas procrastinating in many areas of our lives just causes frustration and irritation to us, there is one area where we had better be prepared - and that is for the Lord's return.

Paul wrote to the church at Corinth.  "Listen, I tell you a mystery: we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed - in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.  For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed."  1 Cor. 15:51-52.  How long is a flash?  How long does it take you to blink your eye?  That is how quickly the Lord is going to return?  The person who procrastinates and says I will get ready for his return when I see him coming is just fooling himself.  It is too late to start getting ready for the wedding when the bridegroom arrives at the door.  So we had better be clothed in the righteousness of God and living with oil in our lamps when Christ returns.  Otherwise, it will be too late.

2.  But in the second place, notice with me that we will not be able to borrow that which we must personally acquire.  The 5 foolish bridesmaids begged the 5 wise ones to lend them some oil.  But the wise bridesmaids sent them away to purchase oil for themselves.  When they got back, it was too late.

Now at first we have a tendency to sympathize with the foolish women.  How could those 5 who had ample oil be so stingy and selfish that they wouldn't share with those who were in need?  Why didn't they share their oil with the ones who weren't prepared?  But the answer is simply found in the fact that there are certain things that cannot be borrowed, they must be personally acquired.

Character is something that cannot be borrowed, it must be personally acquired.  Character is developed individually, forged by a person's disciplines and decisions.  Wouldn't it be great if you could stand by the bedside of a wise person at the end of his life and have him bestow all of his character on you - his strength of will, his love and tenderness, his wisdom and understanding, his patience and perseverance, his godliness.  But it can't be done, can it?  Character cannot be borrowed.

So a personal relationship with God is something that cannot be borrowed, it must be personally acquired.  It doesn't matter how sincere a person is, it doesn't matter how much a person desires to, one person cannot pass a personal relationship with God to another person.  If this were possible, don't you think that everyone in the world would be a Christian.  But this is just not possible.  You can't borrow a personal relationship with God, you must personally acquire it by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  

There will be many in that last day who will cry out “Lord, Lord, remember me”.  I attended church services - some godliness must have rubbed off on me.  My father and mother were Christians - some godliness must have come down through the genes.  I lived in a country that is called Christian - I never worshiped idols of wood and stone.  But Jesus Christ will say, “Depart from me.  I never knew you.”  

You see, in order to be prepared, we must realize that a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, the bridegroom, cannot be borrowed, it must be personally acquired.  Oil is often a picture of the Holy Spirit in the Bible.  We just cannot borrow the Holy Spirit from someone else; we receive the Holy Spirit as a gift from God when we are personally born again.  So it was not hardheartedness that lead these 5 wise bridesmaids to withhold their oil from the foolish ones.  The oil could not be borrowed.  The 5 foolish bridesmaids mistakenly thought they would be all right because they were hanging around others who had enough oil.  But when it came right down to the moment of truth, the oil could not be borrowed, it rather had to be personally acquired.  

3.  Finally, notice with me that there are times when we cannot go back and regain a lost opportunity.  Such a time will be found when the Lord Jesus Christ returns.

When the foolish women rushed out to get some oil and returned breathless from their scurrying about, they were met by a closed door.  They were not let into the wedding banquet.  They had their opportunity and they let it pass by.  So they were not permitted to join with the festivities.

One of the enemies greatest tricks is to whisper "just wait" in our ears.  Yes, you know that Jesus Christ died for your sins and you need to invite him into your life, but just wait - there will be another day for that decision.  Yes, you know that you need to be living for the Lord so you will not be ashamed at his coming, but just wait - He's not going to return for a long time yet.  What we fail to realize is the fact that with each "just wait" there are opportunities lost that will never be regained.  And if we are not found with the wedding garment of Christ's righteousness on us when the Lord returns, then we will not be allowed into the wedding at all.  If we don’t have the oil of the Holy Spirit residing within, we won’t be allowed into the wedding at all.  It will be too late - and the opportunity will be lost.

AT exactly 8:02 P.M. on May 8, 1902, almost 30,000 people died almost instantly in one of history's worst natural disasters.  The immediate cause was the violent volcanic eruption of Mount Pelee on the French colonial island of Martinique.  It hurled millions of tons of rock and boiling lava over the town of St. Pierre at the foot of the volcano.  

But the indirect cause of the catastrophe was one of the colossal examples of human stupidity and greed.  You see, the volcano first began misbehaving a full week before the final disaster came.  It warned of what was to come with a gigantic rock and mud slide that actually killed several hundred people.  But with just a few exceptions, nobody made any attempt to leave the town.  They chose to stay with their homes and possessions deceiving themselves into thinking that the big eruption was a long way off.

The signs of the time are here.  They are all around us.  Nobody will be able to look at God and accuse him of not giving warning.  But there are many today without oil in their lamps.  They are not prepared for Christ’s return.  And to them, the Lord Jesus will say "I don't know you".  

Do you have oil in your lamp this morning?  Do you have a personal relationship with the bridegroom, Jesus Christ?  Are you watching for the Lord's return.  If you are watching, you will be prepared.
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