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For hundreds of years, Lutherans have heard today’s Gospel and sung Philipp Nicolai’s hymn. For still longer, Christians 
have marked the shift from the Last Sunday of the old Church Year to a new Church Year’s beginning on the First 
Sunday in Advent. And in just a little over a month’s time, still more people all over the world will observe the change in 
the calendar year as we bid farewell to 2022, and usher in 2023. 
  
But one day this passing of years will come to an end. Jesus will come to take His church home to heaven. On that day 
time will give way to eternity. As we heard last week, on that day Jesus Christ will judge the living and the dead. The good 
will go to heaven and the bad will go to hell. The good are good because of what Christ did for them and gave to 
them. The bad are bad because they don’t have Christ. All they have to show God on the Day of Judgment is their own 
good deeds that are, in fact, not good deeds at all, but filthy rags.  
  
The day that Jesus comes for His church is a time of great joy for those who are prepared for it. That is what we see in the 
five wise virgins who are welcomed into the wedding celebration. It is a time of deep sorrow and dread for those who are 
not prepared for it. That is what we see represented by the five foolish virgins who are excluded from the wedding 
celebration. They are excluded because they aren’t ready to meet the bridegroom when He comes. 
 
It all hinges on being prepared or not, what we see in the five wise virgins bringing flasks of oil, and the five foolish who 
don’t. Many have written concerning what the oil in the parable signifies. The great church father Augustine said it was 
charity, the true love that comes from the Holy Spirit. Martin Luther saw it as true faith, without which one cannot please 
God or be pleasing to Him. Still others see the oil as representing the Holy Spirit Himself, and seeing how often the Bible 
pairs oil and the Spirit, it’s hard to not go with that. 
 
In any case, having the oil is what makes one prepared and thus wise. This parable aside, we know from the rest of Holy 
Scripture what makes us ready to stand in the Day of Judgment: first, the confession of the self as a poor sinner, no trust 
in the self, for “there is no one righteous, no not one” (Ps 14); “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 
(Rom 3:23). Second, clinging to Christ Jesus, His perfect obedience for us, His blood shed on our behalf. That is what 
Paul sets forth as the answer to our sin: “all…are justified by [God’s] grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by His blood, to be received by faith” (Rom 3:24–25a). 
 
The oil is what gives and strengthens this confession: that I am the sinner, and Christ is my Savior. We are shown to be 
wise, we are prepared for the Lord’s return, when we hear the Scriptures teach this and believe it, when we cling to what 
our Father in heaven has said of us in our baptism, when we lay hold of the Gospel that forgives our sins spoken over us, 
when we receive the fruits of Christ’s sacrifice and the pledge of the resurrection in the Holy Sacrament, when we speak 
God’s Word to one another and take comfort in it.  
 
Notice how each and every one of those is ongoing. We need to continually be ready, because the Lord said this 2,000 
years ago, and we are still waiting. Keeping watch, being prepared, is not like voting on election day, “I went to the polls 
and voted. There, I did my civic duty.” It’s more like breathing. It is like the anticipation of the children these coming 
weeks as they long for the arrival of Christmas, it’s all they can think or talk about.  
 
The one who is prepared is the one who grows in grace, who lives from receiving what God has to give us in Christ Jesus. 
The one who is prepared is the one who knows that there is no end to the depths of his sin and total need for Christ, who 
knows that there is nothing Christ has left undone, who knows where Christ gives all His gifts and flees to them. 
 
That is quite different from the one who says, “Nah, I’ve got my lamp, it’s got enough oil in it.” Sounds maybe like some 
people you know, I’ve certainly met people like this, who say, “Nah, I’ve got my faith, I’m good.” Faith doesn’t say such 
things. Those who foolishly think they are sufficient to stand in the Day of Judgment because of themselves will soon find 
their lamps empty, their wicks dry, and the time of grace will be over. The opportunity to be prepared will have passed, 
just as the dealers have long closed up shop in the middle of the night. 
 
We live in an age where it’s just assumed that pretty much everyone will go to heaven, that you have to be determined to 
go to hell, be really wicked like a Hitler, or Stalin, or Osama bin Laden. Jesus says it’s the other way around. In the Sermon 



on the Mount He says “Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to 
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and 
those who find it are few” (Matt 7:13–14). He says this because most go the easier way of following the world’s wisdom. 
The world’s wisdom for many is the hedonism of satisfying the self, this is the only life there is, so best enjoy it, live for 
the moment. For many others, the wisdom is to do what is in you, offer up one’s works, good intentions, best efforts, and 
trust that will be enough to earn God’s favor. Such people do not know Christ, do not know the One who gives all they 
need to enter into the feast.  
 
Jesus goes on in the Sermon on the Mount to say, in words quite similar to today’s Gospel, “Not everyone who says to 
Me ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. 
On that day many will say to Me, ‘ Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and cast out demons in Your 
name, and do many mighty works in Your name?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart 
from Me, you workers of lawlessness’” (Matt 7:21 – 23). All such people can think of are the works they have done, 
rather than what Jesus tells us in John chapter 6, “this is the will of My Father, that everyone who looks on the Son 
and believes in Him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (Jn 6:40). 
 
The Bridegroom simply wants you there. The call goes out, “Here is the bridegroom, come out to meet Him!” He 
cares not that the virgins have slumbered, given in to weakness and the heaviness of their eyes, even as He loves His 
disciples who cannot stay awake and watch for one hour in Gethsemane. He knows they are weak and cannot hold it 
together, cannot live up to their pledge to always be faithful to Him. He loves them, He dies for them, and calls out in 
forgiveness and restoration. He sends out the call to rouse us from slumber, whether your lamp is burning with oil enough 
and more or sputtering in the wind, He wants you. He wants you to trust in Him. He sends out the invitation through His 
heralds, gives out oil to sustain you, that when He comes, you would hear and see and be with the one who has so given 
you all that you need. 
 
There is a twofold admonition for us in this parable. First, that you cannot believe for another. You cannot be prepared 
on behalf of others. On that day, you cannot help those who will be caught as those in the days of Noah. When the waters 
came the door of the ark was already shut. And so also in the Parable, the Bridegroom comes, those who are prepared go 
in and the door is shut. The time to warn and invite is now. The Lord has not yet come, He is still working to fill our 
lamps, and to enkindle and supply the flame of faith in others who do not yet have it. You have those in your life who are 
not wise. Perhaps they once were, but now their claim to faith is like insistently flicking a bic lighter that is empty, hoping 
for another light that will never come. You see, you know, and you mourn over their foolishness. You will not be able to 
help them then, you can help them now. 
 
So here's a very practical suggestion. The next four Sundays are the Sundays in Advent, the time in which we are 
particularly focused on our Lord’s coming, not just in history, what we will celebrate at Holy Christmas, but also yet in 
glory. And the way we are prepared both to celebrate His coming in time, and for His coming again is by receiving Him as 
He comes now. Invite that person you know who lacks this wisdom, the wisdom they will need on that final day. Bring 
them to church this Advent. If you can, the next four Sundays, all the Sundays in Advent. Just say, “I’d really like you to 
come to church with me the next four Sundays.” And in your own prayers, pray for them that they would hear the Word, 
that God would work true faith in them.  
 
In addition to this admonition to call out to others that they might avail themselves of true wisdom, our Lord ends saying 
to us, “Watch,” or more accurately, “Keep watching.” Receive His Word and Sacrament praying that the Holy Spirit 
would keep your heart burning with true faith, confess your sins and helplessness, clinging only to Christ Jesus, who 
provides all that you need, and is coming back to take you to Himself. Come, Lord Jesus, come quickly! 
 
 
 
  
  
 


