
1

The Compass
Red Hill Lutheran Church

Week of Sunday February 5th, 2017
Sermon Series:  “The Parables of Jesus” 

Sermon Title:  “The Ten Maidens”
Texts for the Week: Matthew 24:1-14, 45-51; 25:1-13

  Day #1--Monday, February 6th.  Read: Matthew 25:1-13
Most people, on reading the Gospels’ assertion that “Jesus spoke in parables,” assume they know exactly what is meant. 
“Oh, yes,” they say, “and a wonderful teaching device it was, too. All those unforgettable stories we’re so fond of, like the 
Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son.” Yet their enthusiasm is narrowly based. Jesus’ use of the parabolic method can 
hardly be limited to the mere handful of instances they remember as entertaining, agreeable, simple, and clear. Some of his 
parables are not stories; many are not agreeable; most are complex; and a good percentage of them produce more confusion 
than understanding.1

There are few parables that demonstrate this like the Ten Maidens. It’s confusing that the maidens who don’t share their oil 
are the ones who are rewarded. It doesn’t seem to fit the Christian message. It’s difficult to accept that there will be an end 
judgment and some people will miss out on the eternal party. Some pastors and teachers have perhaps confused the message 
of the parable to emphasize good works as the message. Despite all that, there is a grace-filled and hopeful message for 
Jesus’ original audience and for us well; we need only study the parable for Jesus’ intended meaning.
But how do we do that? Kline Snodgrass (yes, that’s his real name) wrote in his masterful book on the parables, Stories with 
Intent, there are eleven things we must do to understand any of Jesus’ parables. These are:

1. Analyze each parable thoroughly. 
2. Listen to the parable without presupposition as to its form or meaning. 
3. Remember that Jesus’ parables were oral instruments in a largely oral culture. 
4. If we are after the intent of Jesus, we must seek to hear a parable as Jesus’ Palestinian hearers would have heard it. 
5. Note how each parable fit with the purpose and plan of each Evangelist (Gospel writer). We must pay attention to 

the placement of the parable within the narrative, especially in relation to other parables.
6. Determine specifically the function of the story in the teaching of Jesus. We must interpret each parable as a whole 

to determine how the analogy works. The swine in the parable of the Prodigal Son do not stand for some “fact” in 
life but are mentioned to express the depths to which the boy had sunk

7. Interpret what is given, not what is omitted. Any attempt to interpret a parable based on what is not there is almost 
certainly wrong.

8. Do not impose real time on parable time.
9. Pay particular attention to the rule of end stress. (The rule of end stress is that the meaning of the parable is often 

found at the end of the parable.) 
10. Note where the teaching of the parables intersects with the teaching of Jesus elsewhere.Top of Form If you can-

not validate the teaching you think is in the parable from nonparabolic material elsewhere in the Gospels, you are 
almost certainly wrong.

11. Determine the theological intent and significance of the parable. 
This is what we’ve been doing throughout our study of the parables, but we’ll do so even more over the next two weeks as 
we study The Parable of the Ten Maidens and the Parable of the Talents – both parables of judgment.
Consider/Reflect: After reading the Parable of the Ten Maidens, what’s your first reaction? How does it make you feel? Are 
you joyful or anxious, or just confused? Ask God to teach you this week as we study this parable and to give you hope and 
peace as a result.  

1 Capon, R. F. (2002). Kingdom, Grace, Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in the Parables of Jesus (Combined edition, p. 
1). Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.
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 Day #2--Tuesday, February 7th.  Read: Matthew 24:1-14
To understand the parable of the Ten Maidens, we must understand it’s historical and literary context. The parable is given 
as part of a larger section of Matthew known as the Olivet Discourse. It is a collection of teachings of Jesus on the end times 
(Eschatology) and his eventual return (Parousia). It is Holy Week and Jesus is in Jerusalem with his disciples to celebration 
Passover, as was their custom. However, this Passover will be different. Jesus knows the cross is only a few days away.
After teaching in the courts of the temple, Jesus begins to leave when the disciples point out the magnificent buildings 
within the complex. I imagine it went something like this: “Hey, Jesus! Check out these buildings that Herod built! Aren’t 
they amazing?” To be fair, they would be very impressive. Herod was a master builder and the Temple Mount was long-
considered one of the wonders of the ancient world. Jesus responds by saying that it will one day be destroyed. Naturally, 
this piqued the disciples interest, so when they arrive back to the Mount of Olives, they have a few questions for him. 
What could Jesus mean? The Temple looked like it would last forever. Jesus had also spoken of the end of all things. When 
might that be? The Pharisees had repeatedly asked for a sign, and now the disciples decide it is time for them to make a simi-
lar request. “Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” (24:3)
Jesus proceeds to warn them about what lies ahead. There will be many false teachers who try to lead people astray. There 
will be wars and rumors of war. There will be famine and intense tribulation, even suffering and death for some. But what 
he’s describing has both a short and long-term view. Within a generation, the Temple would be destroyed by Rome, essen-
tially ushering in the end of the Jewish age. In the long-range, Jesus is describing the end of all human history, when the Son 
of Man will return to judge the living and the dead. His purpose is telling his disciples all this lies in verse 13, “But the one 
who endures to the end will be saved.” Jesus knows he’s leaving his disciples in an evil world. He knows the fate they will 
face. He knows it won’t be easy. But he also knows he’ll be back. And when he comes back, the kingdom he inaugurated 
with his first arrival will finally be consummated. No longer will Satan rule the world; God’s kingdom will be established 
forever. The trials and tribulations are but light, momentary afflictions preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison. But here’s the rub. No one knows when that time will come. Jesus’ admonition is not to try to predict when it 
will happen, but wait and watch, so when the time comes, you will be ready.

View of the Temple complex from the Mount of Olives. Obviously, the Dome of the Rock wouldn’t be there in Jesus’ day, but that is the 
assumed location of the Temple itself and would have been similar in stature. Other building and structures would have been standing 
at this time, making it an even more impressive site than it is today.

  Day #3--Wednesday, February 8th.  Read: Matthew 24:45-51
After Jesus exhorts the disciples to “keep watch,” to stay awake, he illustrates what he means through a series of parables. 
We stay alert not by artificially and perpetually stirring expectation that he will come at a given time, but by living in such 
a manner that we would have no cause for shame if he did come at any time, since he may in fact do so. The parables in 
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Matthew’s discourse are not haphazardly arranged. The parable of the Faithful/Unfaithful Servant is given pride of place 
in Matthew as an introductory statement or a summary of the material that follows. The parables of the Ten Maidens and 
the Talents are both commentary on the parable of the Faithful or Unfaithful Servant (and the exhortations preceding it in 
24:43-44). Unlike his earlier parables on the Kingdom of God, the parables that deal with eschatology and judgment do not 
focus on the character of the future kingdom, but on the character of those awaiting its arrival.
In this parable, Jesus essentially says there are two types of people in the world – the faithful and the unfaithful. This is 
important to understand because this parable is the foundation for the next three. Each contrast one group of people with 
another. The faithfulness in question, both in the parable and elsewhere, is not faithfulness in general but faithfulness in 
view of the end. Christianity is at its core an eschatological religion, and to be a Christian means having an awareness of 
living between the times, an awareness that the kingdom has come right in the midst of the old age but has not yet reached 
consummation. It also means being faithful, not merely believing certain ideas. This faithfulness, born of conviction and 
faced with uncertainty, was needed by Jesus’ disciples as they faced the time when he would not be present. It is still needed 
with all its conviction and uncertainty for the time after Pentecost.
The focus on faithfulness reminds us again that Christian faith is not about believing certain ideas but about living out con-
victions over the long haul. Eugene Peterson calls this, “A long obedience in the same direction.” Interestingly, we can think 
back on the message of the first parable – the Parable of the Sower. Of the three seeds that sprouted, only one bore fruit. 
Jesus wants followers who will bear fruit as a result of faith.

  Day #4--Thursday, February 9th.  Read: Matthew 25:1-4
As we discussed in the sermon Sunday, one of the foundational principles to understanding the Parable of the Ten Maidens, 
as well as all of the Parables of Judgment, is the principles of inclusion before exclusion—the rule that any characters who 
are made outsiders at the end of the story must always be shown as insiders at the beginning. It too has been demonstrated 
many times before. The man without the wedding garment in the King’s Son’s Wedding was just as much an accepted guest 
as all the others, bad or good. The servant who hid the coin in a napkin was no less a recipient of his lord’s trust, and thus 
no less a beneficiary of his lord’s presence-in-absence, than the other nine. But now Jesus reinforces the principle by three 
illustrations in a row. All of the ten virgins, wise or foolish, are equally members of the wedding from the start. All three 
servants who received the talents are fully accepted by their lord. Both the sheep and the goats have lived their entire lives 
in the full, if hidden, presence of the King in the least of his brethren. Once again, therefore, faith is set forth as the only 
criterion of judgment.
Jesus begins the parable by harking back to the style of introduction that characterized his earliest parables: “Then the king-
dom of heaven shall be likened to ten maidens.” The word then refers clearly enough to the end, the climactic manifestation 
of the parousía of the Son of man that Jesus has been speaking of just prior to this point. But in joining it to the words “the 
kingdom of heaven shall be likened to …,” he brings his whole parabolic opus to completion. At the beginning of his min-
istry, in the parables of the kingdom, he proclaimed the mystery of a kingdom already present in this world. In the parables 
of grace that followed, he proclaimed the device by which that mystery operates, namely, grace working through death and 
resurrection. Now though, he comes full circle and gives, in the concluding parables of judgment, a series of pictures of how 
it ultimately triumphs, separating those who accept the mystery in faith from those who, by unfaith, reject his freely given 
acceptance of them in the resurrection of the dead.2

The ten maidens, he says, “took their lamps and went to meet the bridegroom.” Here are ten girls, likely young teenagers, 
on their way to a party. Robert Capon writes, “They are, presumably, tickled to the point of teenage giggliness at their happy 
prospects. The krísis of their possible nonmembership in the wedding—the danger of their receiving a snub rather than an 
invitation to be bridesmaids—is past and they see nothing but tea and cakes from here on out.” 3 However, we’re told that 
five of them were foolish and five were wise. The word used here for wise (phrónimoi) is the same word used to describe 
the faithful and wise servant in the immediately preceding parable. As such, we should interpret this to mean that wisdom 
is akin to faithfulness.
Conversely, we might say that foolishness is akin to unfaithfulness. The foolish maidens represent the wisdom of this 
world—the live-by-what-you-see wisdom (sophía) that “God has made foolish (cf. 1 Cor. 1:20).” In actual fact, both sets of 
girls have all they need for now, just as both the faithful and the unfaithful have identical shares of the world’s goods or ills. 
But only the wise have the faith that will get them through their lives in solid contact with the presently absent Bridegroom.

2 Capon. (pp. 495–496)
3 Capon. (p. 496)
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  Day #5--Friday, February 10th.  Read: Matthew 25:5-9
Of course, the story doesn’t end with the anticipated on-time arrival of the bridegroom. In fact, the delay of the bridegroom 
or master is common in all of these parables found in the Olivet Discourse. And this is what causes the crisis for the foolish 
maidens. “When the bridegroom took his time arriving,” he says, “they all slumbered and slept.” I think it’s important that 
we pause here to understand that all ten of the bridesmaids were sleeping. Shortly before telling this parable, Jesus has twice 
warned his disciples to “keep watch” or “stay awake,” so it’s interesting that the “heroes” of our story aren’t doing what 
Jesus told them to do! What could this mean?
First of all, I think it reveals the fact that the five wise bridesmaid aren’t saved by their good works. It wasn’t that they were 
really any better than the five foolish bridesmaids. Instead, they had something that the others didn’t – more oil. This is 
where we must be clear about what the oil represents in the parable. Some preachers and teachers have made the oil to rep-
resent good deeds like prayer, Bible Study, worship, service, etc. While these are helpful and important tools in the Christian 
toolbelt, they are not the oil in the parable. It is not our good works that prepare us to welcome the bridegroom when he 
comes, it’s our faith. 
Martin Luther wrote, “Now pay attention: this parable speaks of the time right before the Last Judgment of God, and thus it 
applies to all Christians…Therefore, let each one see to it that he has these two together: the oil, which is true faith and trust 
in Christ; and the lamps, the vessel, which is the outward service toward your neighbor. The whole Christian life consists in 
these two things: Believe God. Help your neighbor. The whole Gospel teaches this.”
Faith is not mere intellectual assent to a proposition. It is the living out of a trust-relationship with a person. Faith is not just 
a noun; it is also a verb. We must believe in Jesus and live our lives as if what he said is true. That is faith. It removes our 
doing good works for the sake of earning anything, and it removes our lack of good works as well. Instead of asking, “If all 
the real work of salvation has already been done, and the only thing we have to do is believe it, why should we bother trying 
to be good, kind, or loving?”, we should ask, “If he has already done it all for me already, why shouldn’t I live as if I trusted 
him?” If he has made me a member of the Wedding of the Lamb why shouldn’t I act as if I am at the party?

 Day #6--Saturday, February 11th.  Read: Matthew 25:10-13
Before we conclude our study of the parable, I should remind you not to get hung up on the behavior of the wise brides-
maids. To focus on their action is to miss the point of the parable. The bridesmaids’ job was to usher the groom and bride 
to the party. As it was often dark when the time of celebration began, they would carry torches to help light the way. If the 
five maidens with extra oil gave some to the five without, there wouldn’t be enough to light the path all the way, so it was a 
prudent response by the five wise maidens. But remember, all ten were chosen for this purpose.
The fact of the matter is, the final judgment was not some harsh punishment handed down to the foolish bridesmaids; it was 
the natural response to their own decision and failure to fulfill their duty. When the bridegroom arrived, they were gone. I 
think the best way for us to understand this is to remember that the bridegroom would recognize the bridesmaids by meeting 
them on the road. So when the five foolish girls arrive to the party and try to pass themselves off as bridesmaids, the groom 
naturally says, “I don’t know you.” 
The point for the disciples, and for us, lies in this same reality. We have all been invited as bridesmaids to the Marriage 
Supper of the Lamb. That is a future reality that we will experience someday. It might come by death; it might come sooner 
with the return of Jesus. We don’t know. So we are to live in relationship with Jesus between now and then. We are to live 
by faith in love towards God and towards our neighbor. We should see our time on earth as the time of meeting him on the 
road on our way to the party. In doing so, there exists no danger in being left out. 
The shut door is God’s final answer to the foolish wisdom of the world. The dreadful sentence, “Amen, I say to you, I never 
knew you,” is simply the truth of their condition. He does not say, “I never called you.” He does not say, “I never loved you.” 
He does not say, “I never drew you to myself.” He only says, “I never knew you—because you never bothered to know me.” 
There was no relationship on their part; therefore God just says as much on his and gets on with the feast.
Capon summarizes it this way: “When all is said and done—when we have scared ourselves silly with the now-or-never 
urgency of faith and the once-and-always finality of judgment—we need to take a deep breath and let it out with a laugh. 
Because what we are watching for is a party. And that party is not just down the street making up its mind when to come to 
us. It is already hiding in our basement, banging on our steam pipes, and laughing its way up our cellar stairs. The unknown 
day and hour of its finally bursting into the kitchen and roistering its way through the whole house is not dreadful; it is all 
part of the divine lark of grace. God is not our mother-in-law, coming to see whether her wedding-present china has been 
chipped. He is a funny Old Uncle with a salami under one arm and a bottle of wine under the other. We do indeed need to 
watch for him; but only because it would be such a pity to miss all the fun.”4

4 Capon. (pp. 500–501)


