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Keep awake! Keep Watch! Watch out! 
 
Matthew 25:1-13 

Jesus said, “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their 
lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were wise. 
When the foolish took their lamps, they took no oil with them; but the wise took flasks of oil 
with their lamps. As the bridegroom was delayed, all of them became drowsy and slept. But 
at midnight there was a shout, ‘Look! Here is the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ Then 
all those bridesmaids got up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish said to the wise, ‘Give 
us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise replied, ‘No! there will not be 
enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and buy some for yourselves.’ 
And while they went to buy it, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with 
him into the wedding banquet; and the door was shut. Later the other bridesmaids came also, 
saying, ‘Lord, lord, open to us.’ But he replied, ‘Truly I tell you, I do not know you.’ Keep 
awake (“Keep Watch”, or “Watch Out”) therefore, for you know neither the day nor the 
hour.” 

 

 
 
 
“Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.” 
 
Other translations say “Keep watch, therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”   
 
I know that many of us have spent much of this past week, “keeping awake” and “keeping watch” 
...anxiously awaiting the results of Tuesday’s General Election.   
 



Of course, the 2020 American Presidential Election is hardly the context into which Jesus was 
speaking when he first told this parable of the Wise and Foolish Maidens.  Neither was ours the 
context on Matthew the Evangelist’s mind when he chose to include this parable within a series of 
apocalyptic scenes and “parables of judgement” in his Gospel.    
 
On the other hand, the Parables are among Jesus’ most flexible and ambiguous teaching tools--the 
Parables are stories that are compelling and mysterious and just troubling enough to provoke 
ongoing thought and reflection and wrestling and change within and among his disciples in every 
time and place---including ours.  
 
“Keep awake,” Jesus says to all those who will listen in every age, “Keep Watch!” Or perhaps, to 
be clearer in modern day English, Jesus says “Watch out!” 
 
Watch out!  Watch out!  Watch out for what?   
 
Well, for starters, I’d say we need to “Watch out” for believing that the end of today’s parable is 
the only end possible, or (worse yet) the ending that God desires.   
 
Recall, if you will, that crucial line in John’s Gospel where Jesus says, “When I am lifted up I will 
draw ALL people to myself.” (John 12:32)...Jesus does not say, “When I am lifted up, I will draw 
5 out of every 10 people to myself”...much less “When I am lifted up, I will draw 50.6% of all legally 
registered voters to myself”...nor “When I am lifted up, I will draw Wise people to myself”...nor 
“When I am lifted up, I will draw the ones who have their act together and remembered to pack 
extra oil to myself.”  Jesus says, “When I am lifted up I will draw ALL people to myself.”    
 
Stories of division, and fear, and scarcity surround us on every side.  So, if we don’t watch out, we 
will be duped into buying into a false vision of the Kingdom of Heaven in which five out of every 
ten people will be left out in the cold. This vision of the Kingdom leads to lives consumed with 
selfishness and anxious striving to hoard our resources and privilege and power and trying to 
ensure that we manage to be among the lucky few who make it inside.   
When we buy into this vision of the Kingdom, like the maidens in today’s parable, our MO quickly 
becomes, “If we share our oil, there will not be enough for you and for us...you had better go to the 
dealers and buy some for yourselves.”   
 
Yet even as powerful narratives of division and fear and scarcity swirl all around us, Jesus calls us 
to “Keep Awake”, to “Keep Watch”, to “Watch out” for accepting these diabolical narratives, these 
distorted visions of the Kingdom of God, as inescapable, or inevitable, or worst of all, God’s will.   
 
Today’s parable, as Jesus tells it in Matthew’s Gospel, has no happy ending.  Sure, the ones who get 
shut out are the most obvious losers.  But can the ones who get in fully enjoy the wedding 



celebration, when half of the party is shut out in the cold?  Sure, they’re relieved they made it in, 
and yet, the celebration isn’t all that they’d hoped for.   
 
As we often say in Godly Play “I wonder where you are in this parable? Or I wonder what part of 
this parable is about you?”   
 
The ending of our parable, as it presently stands is not the only possible ending.  It’s neither 
inescapable nor inevitable.  It is neither infallible nor indelible.  The end of this parable--like the 
end of every story--- is the result of the choices the characters in the story make.  But there are 
plenty of points in any story when any of the characters might make a different choice. 
 
In theater, a director might ask an actor “what is your character’s motivation?” 
 
In today’s parable, it seems clear that all 10 maidens-- “wise” and “foolish” alike, are motivated by 
their anxious belief in false narratives of scarcity and competition.   
 
When they hear news of the Bridegroom’s arrival: 
 

The foolish say to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ But the wise 
reply, ‘No! there will not be enough for you and for us; you had better go to the dealers and 
buy some for yourselves.’   

And the foolish maidens reveal the true depths of their foolishness by believing this 
nonsense!  So, they leave the party to head out into the night in search of any dealer who 
might be open and might sell them some oil. But when they return (we don’t know whether 
they found any oil or not) they find the door to the feast shut and a bridegroom who claims he 
can’t recognize them.   

There is no happy ending to this story. As it stands, this parable is a tragic and troubling story 
about scarcity and exclusion.   

But with a little faith, courage, and imagination, we can step into the story and discover that 
the parable is still pliable.  We can discover any number of moments at which our characters 
might reject “fear of scarcity” as their primary motivation.  It’s never too late to choose a new 
motivation, a new response, a new ending to the story!   

When asked if she’ll share her oil, a maiden with oil might say, “Sure, have some of my oil, I’ve 
got more than enough.”   



Or, upon waking up to realize only 5 of their 10 lamps are filled with oil, any of the maidens 
might decide to say “We seem short on oil, but don’t worry about it. As long as we stand close 
together, 5 lamps will make more than enough light for all of us.”    

When one of the “oil rich” maidens slips into the banquet, and notices that the door has 
slammed shut behind her, she can still take a moment to unlock that door, or prop it open, or 
decide to enjoy her wedding punch out on the porch while she keeps one eye out for her 
companions’ return.   

When one of the “oil-poor” maidens is told that she should get lost-- go home, or go find a 
dealer and buy her own oil, she might look up from her own empty lamp for one moment, to 
see  the face of the Bridegroom approaching, shining so radiantly with the light of His Love 
that the light of 1,000 oil lamps would be dim in comparison and in the radiant light of the 
Bridegrooms joy, she might realize that her own oil or lack thereof isn’t really the point of the 
story at all.  

Jesus says, “Keep awake”, “Keep watch”, “Watch out”.   

We need to watch out for every opportunity to check our own motivation and adjust our own 
responses, away from fear, and scarcity, and competition and exclusion, and towards 
generosity and cooperation and perseverance and hope. We need to watch out for those 
moments we can choose to go “off script”, to believe and act differently, in ways that open up 
possibilities for a different--better, happier--ending to the story.    

Jesus says, “Keep awake”, “Keep watch”, “Watch out”.   

We need to watch out for the ways we, like the wise and foolish maidens in the parable, are 
motivated by our fear of scarcity.  We need to watch out for being duped into believing “there 
will not be enough for you and for us.”  We need to watch out for believing that a story with 
“insiders” and “outsiders” is even acceptable, much less inevitable.  We need to watch out for 
believing a shut door can’t open.  And we need to watch out for believing that “getting in” to 
the party counts for anything if it means half of the guests are shut out in the cold.   

“Keep awake”, “Keep watch”, “Watch out”.   

And if we do, “Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this. Ten bridesmaids took their 
lamps and went to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish, and five were 
wise[…]” 

But all of them found a place at the Great Wedding Banquet, and all saw more clearly in the 
Light of the Groom.” 



May it be so.  Come Lord Jesus. Alleluia. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


