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Psalm 23                       “Reserves for the Unexpected”                         R.P.C. 
Matthew 25:1-13                                                                               August 11, 2013 
                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Continuing with the key word from last week’s sermon - when Jesus called the 
rich man who built the new barns to store his wealth “A fool!”- Matthew now 
says that five of the ten wedding attendants were “fool-ish.” We might not be so 
inclined to agree with Matthew. ‘Foolish’ is a pretty harsh term; we might have 
been a little kinder and gentler in our remarks. Maybe they were merely 
‘unfortunate victims of unforeseen circumstances’; ‘Foolish’ has such a negative 
connotation. After all there were several things these attendants had to their 
credit: 
    First, they must have been friends of the bridegroom or bride to be asked to 
participate in the wedding, so they wouldn’t be indifferent to their friend at their 
wedding celebration. The foolish maidens then do not represent those who have 
no interest in religion; rather they more likely represent professing Christians. 
They are symbolic of “church members” who already have an established 
relationship with the Lord. So could this parable be talking about people like … 
well, like us? 
    And another thing to their credit: they did go forth to meet the bridegroom. 
They were friends who knew him, and were excited about his arrival. They 
wanted to welcome him; and wanted to create a festive climate, rejoicing with 
him and the bride on this happy occasion. 
    They were the kind, who in our day, would write ‘just married!’ in the window 
of the car, and attach strings of cans to the bumper… and throw bird seed…. We 
know Christians like this too – those who have good intentions and high and 
worthy aspirations for the faith; and they are so excited! But – (continuing the 
wedding celebration analogy) - if the wedding photographer takes too long, they 
get irritated- even at the bride and groom. Then, instead of respectfully waiting 
for the bride and groom at the reception, they sip the punch then quietly leave…. 
    But getting back to these five bridesmaids, also to their credit was the fact that 
they did arrive ahead of time. Whatever else can be said about these “foolish” 
maidens, they were not procrastinators. Some folks may fail to get into the 
Kingdom because they put it off until too late; but not these five. They were 
waiting, long before the bridegroom arrived. They must have been quite patient, 
because we are not told of any crumbling or complaining, or storming off in a 
huff. 



2 
 

    Sometimes we can get that way though… It seems to us that the spiritual 
blessings tarry. The rewards for faithful service are promised, but are slow in 
arriving. So some people never even start to serve, or having begun, do not have 
the grace to persevere, so they quit out of impatience. No, though these five 
maidens eventually ‘lost out,’ it was not because of impatience. 
    So, that is why up to this point we might have some difficulty agreeing with 
Matthew’s criticism of these wedding attendants.  We can’t condemn them 
simply for falling asleep while the bridegroom was delayed – after all, the other 
five – the wise ones - fell asleep too. So if it wasn’t indifference, or 
procrastination, or impatience – the reasons why most people miss the Kingdom 
– what was it about these five maidens that earned them the label of “foolish” 
from Jesus? 
    Well, the obvious answer was that they failed to provide for the UNEXPECTED.       
It has been argued by some that Jesus discouraged forethought and commanded 
a carefree existence. You know… “Take no thought for the morrow, what you 
shall eat and what you shall put on…” But such statements must be seen in 
context: He was speaking about putting trust in God rather than in money or 
possessions. His injunctions are against dependence on material things, which can 
be deadly to the life of the spirit. After all, the essence of paganism – idolatry if 
you will - is to put possessions as the chief aim of life.  
    In our care of spiritual matters, Jesus would be the first to demand forethought. 
Jesus never denied that discipleship wasn’t going to be costly. There was to be 
forethought before such commitment. And that forethought was what turned the 
rich young man sadly away. 
    So I expect that it was the forethought of the five WISE maidens that Jesus 
commends as honorable. The five foolish maidens took their lamps and HOPED 
the oil would last. But the wise maidens FORESAW the possibility of delay and 
prepared for it with reserves. So when the bridegroom finally arrived, they were 
ready with their lamps lit and went into the house. The ‘foolish’ had to rush out to 
find more oil, and when they got back, the door was shut. Their lamps had burned 
as brightly as the others – until midnight. But now their lamps were out, and they 
could not participate in the festivities. In short, it was the UNEXPECTED that 
caught them. 
    This parable as told by Jesus is not so much a “prophecy” as it is an accurate 
description as to what life is actually like. It is folly to be prepared only for the 
EXPECTED. So many of life’s experiences – critical, important experiences and 
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opportunities – come as complete surprises. That means opportunities are often 
missed because we are not ready for them…. 
    In one of the better known stories about Abraham Lincoln, we are told that a 
man, seeing a young Lincoln intently reading a book, said to him,” “Hello, Abe. 
Studying law?” “What? Do you expect to be President of the United States some 
day?”  “Don’t know,” replied Lincoln,” but I’m going to be ready for anything God 
may have me do….” 
    So it was a joyous opportunity that the foolish maidens missed. It was a joyous 
occasion… but now the door was now shut! Hundreds of doors can be shut, you 
know … doors of opportunity, doors of attainment – of satisfaction, of usefulness, 
of happiness ….doors to the Kingdom. The doors of life will continue to be shut in 
the faces of those who are not prepared for the UNEXPECTED.  
    So how can we prepare for that which is unforeseen? How can we maintain an 
adequate reserve? What is a reserve? 
    This text seems like an odd choice when followed by the account we read last 
week when Jesus called the rich farmer, who placed his “reserves” in newly 
constructed barns, “a fool!”  Wasn’t the farmer simply providing ‘reserves for the 
unexpected?’ 
    I think the difference is in the intended purpose of those reserves: The rich 
farmer hoarded those reserves for himself; the reserve oil of the wedding 
attendants had the intended purpose of being used as a gift for the benefit of 
lighting the way for others. 
    Of course, what Jesus is offering us here in this parable is an allegory for life. 
The concern raised does not have to do merely with reserves of oil for a lamp; the 
concern is about what reserves we have for those unexpected moments of life. 
    If we are honest, on most ordinary days many of us feel little need for God; we 
can handle things quite well for ourselves. But some days are not quite so 
ordinary. For those whose religious faith is “just enough to get by” on those 
ordinary days, the day will surely come when we can get caught with a dying lamp 
and no reserves to fill it when a storm of life comes.  What we need are reserves 
of the qualities given by the Spirit - reserves like courage, unselfishness, faith and 
trust – reserves that cannot be provided on a whim or on ‘the spur of the 
moment.’ 
    The 23rd psalm serves as an example of what is meant here. The psalmist admits 
there is a darkness he has not yet met – an unknown. He affirms however that he 
believes that through faith he will see a way through. And why is he so sure? 
Because he has previously prepared by his faith. In the green pastures and the still 
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waters he had an experience of God’s presence which prepared him to look even 
into the face of death itself: “Even though I walk through the valley…. I will fear no 
evil, for you are with me.” Hence, the psalmist relied on the reserves of his faith 
for the trial he was facing. 
     As Dr. George Buttrick once said, “It is the reinforcement gathered ‘in the quiet 
season’ that turns the tide of the battle.” 
    About fifteen years ago, I received a phone call from the emergency room of a 
near-by hospital asking me to come immediately to assist in a crisis situation. It 
seems that a young mother of three small children, ages three through seven, 
collapsed while watching the oldest child at a soccer game.  A doctor attending 
the game tried desperately to revive her, and the paramedics arrived quickly.  She 
was taken immediately to the emergency room, but it was to no avail – this young 
mother of three suffered the burst of an aneurism, and there was nothing anyone 
could do. 
    I was asked to meet with the family as they arrived while the hospital staff 
broke the tragic news to them. The young woman’s husband and HIS parents 
were already there. The young woman’s mother, sister and brother arrived later 
and were immediately overwhelmed with the news. 
    When nothing more could be done, and it came time for everyone to depart, I 
offered a prayer. The husband and his parents thanked me amid tears and said 
“God will get us through this somehow.” 
     The mother of the young woman simply glared at me and said with a 
threatening tone, “YOUR God is an evil God who keeps killing the young.” In the 
awkward silence that followed, it was obvious that the lamp of this grieving 
mother was out – she had no faith in reserve. 
    So how do we build our faith reserves during what George Buttrick calls, “the 
quiet season”? I think it is essential that we study the word of God regularly for 
the promises that God give us. What the word reveals is that we are not alone: 
‘…God is for us, so who or what can be against us?’  And as Jesus reminds us, “I 
will never leave you nor forsake you.” In the hour of emergency, self-reliance and 
rugged individualism will not carry us very far.  In those hours we need to trust in 
that which is beyond our own resources: God’s touch, God’s care – a community 
of faith.  
   In a drought , the oak tree reaches deep into the earth for life-preserving water 
while the squash whose roots are only on the surface, wither and dry up the vine. 
It takes a long time to grow an oak tree. It takes a long time to grow a deep faith; 
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it takes attention and nurture through worship, study, building and participating 
in faith community.  It takes concerted effort to build such reserves. 
    We have also been given the gift of prayer, which serves to clarify and deepen 
our unseen resources. Most of us would say we believe in the power of prayer.  
But for the majority of us, we tend to only turn to it in emergencies – only when 
we are in dire need:  We become like those five foolish maidens, crying out: “Give 
me some oil for my lamp is going out.” But those who find those inner reserves – 
the secret peace and strength in the midst of crises - those are those who have 
conversed with God during those ‘quieter seasons.’ Thus, they have the power of 
prayer in reserve. 
    A young boy was viewing a painting of the depiction of this account of the wise 
and foolish maidens. He noticed that the artist made it appear as though the 
foolish maidens were asking the wise maidens for a share of their reserves. “Why 
didn’t they just divide it up” he asked. The boy did not quite understand that 
there are some treasures which cannot be shared, even with the most unselfish of 
loves and the purest of intentions. 
    We can give a person all kinds of money and riches, but not the ability to save a 
part of it, invest it, or make wise use of it. We can give a shivering soul a warm 
coat, but not make that person remain forever comfortable.  We can care for the 
sick, but not give them a share of our good health.  We can empathize and even 
grieve with another when they suffer a loss, but we cannot give hope to someone 
who has no faith to receive it. 
    Material possessions can always be shared, but so much of life is impossible to 
transfer. When temptation comes, we cannot give another moral fiber. A 
courageous person cannot give courage to one who has always been a coward. A 
saint cannot give faith and religious insight to one who has always been careless 
about their religious faith and their relationship to God. There are reserves that 
cannot be shared, but can only be acquired by the attention and efforts of each 
person during the quiet seasons.’ 
    So in this text Jesus offers both a warning and a challenge: We have been called 
by our Lord to prepare for the unexpected. The one thing that we can be sure of is 
that life is and will be full of delays, changes and surprises. It is pure folly not to be 
prepared. 
    Likewise we are promised that Christ is surely coming to us, though we know 
not when. Our lamps can be dimmed and near burning out, leaving us on the 
outside in the darkness; or our lamps can burn brightly with the reserves of our 
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faith, providing light for the way - as we greet the Bridegroom, and are welcomed 
to the joy of the eternal Kingdom.                             Amen. 
 
 


