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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

So much of every day is spent preparing.  There is definitely no lack of calendars and day planners available to help us prepare for the next day, the next year, or the next project so that we aren’t caught unprepared.  Parents are constantly preparing for the next step of their children’s lives.  Managers and employees prepare memos and reports for meetings.  Students feverishly review their notes and books preparing for tests and quizzes.  Teachers sort through old notes and the latest research preparing their lesson plans.  Pastors everywhere are preparing for writing two sermons each week during the upcoming season of Advent.  Everyone is finishing their grocery and guest lists for Thanksgiving.  Families are picking out Christmas trees and hanging up lights preparing for Christmas.  We are constantly preparing for something.  But are you preparing for the one thing that actually matters?  Are you prepared for the return of our Lord on the Last Day?  Or will you be caught sleeping, distracted and unprepared when your Bridegroom comes back?  Which of the virgins will you be found to be?

All ten virgins in Jesus’ parable are waiting for the Bridegroom to arrive.  Jesus is not talking about unbelievers.  He is warning those of us who have been brought into the Church and number ourselves among the Christians.  Just because we occupy a seat in church on Sunday morning or have our names listed on the membership rolls of a Christian church, doesn’t automatically mean that our eternal life is secure.  That was the thinking of the five foolish virgins.  They began the night with great excitement and anticipation.  They were just like the other five.  Their lamps were full of oil.  They eagerly watched – at first.  This is the easy part.  It is almost always a wonderful and exciting event when we are brought to faith.  There is celebration and lots of pictures.  Everyone wants to welcome you to the church and help you in any way they can.  You may even feel better.  You may feel as though you can now deal with all of life’s problems.  You are excited to learn about Jesus and be at church with your new friends and family.
But then time wears on.  Things in your life don't change like you expected them to. Your boss still gives you a hard time. Your kids still disobey you. You're still tempted by the same sins that you were before, may be even worse. You still get angry. You still lust. And as the weeks wear on you find it easier and easier to find excuses why you can’t come to your Father’s house. The flame that once burned so brightly in your lamp begins to flicker and dim. The oil begins to run out. Your eyelids grow heavy. You grow tired of waiting for the bridegroom. He's taking too long. Your worship and your prayers begin to falter. Your thirst for the Word and Lord’s Supper grows weaker and weaker.  Your love for others begins to grow cold again.

All 10 virgins find themselves in the same position. They grow tired. Their flesh feels its weakness and falls back into its slumber, just like Peter James and John did in the garden of Gethsemane. All of them fall back into sin. All of them fail to remain vigilant as Jesus told them to.  All them stopped praying in the hour of temptation.  All of them stopped watching.  The five wise virgins are certainly not morally superior to the five foolish. Temptations surround all of us on all sides. It doesn't matter how long we've been coming to church, whether one year or 50. Our spirit is certainly willing. We began to believe with great joy. But because we still carry the sinful flesh around with us, we will always be tempted to fall back into sleep, to fall back into sin and doubt and despair. Not only will we be tempted we will fall just like all the virgins fell, whether they were the foolish or the wise.

So if that’s true, what distinguishes between the wise and the foolish virgins, if it isn’t because they try harder and do better? Why are five allowed in and five are shut out in the darkness forever if all of them fall asleep and fail to watch? The five foolish brought nothing with them except their initial excitement.  Once that wore off they decided that either the Lord was not going to come after all or that they had plenty of time to prepare and so they put off repentance until some time later.  They despised the means by which God preserves us until his return.  They thought they had learned everything they needed to know.  They thought that they no longer really had any need of Christ’s Body and Blood.  But the Lord’s return could be at any moment, we just don’t know.  And if we live as though there will definitely be a tomorrow and another time for repentance, we will likely find ourselves hearing those dreaded words from our groom – “I do not know you.”  Therefore be vigilant.  Repent now, pray constantly against temptation, and seek the Lord while He may be found – now.  We live foolishly when we believe that we cannot fall from grace, that there is no danger in trying to have our cake and eat it too.  
The wise virgins were only wise because they remained hopeful.  They failed just like the others by falling asleep.  They were caught just as off-guard as the foolish virgins.  The difference was that they continued to believe that their Lord would come and that He would love them, even though they couldn’t stay awake.  They kept with them God’s promises and His means of grace.  They look foolish to the rest of the world.  They have no reason to think that they should be loved and not the others.  But they cannot believe for the others.  They live trusting that their Bridegroom will come back for them and that He will love them because He is good, not because they are.  The foolish ones believed that they could make things right in the end.  The wise believed that the Bridegroom would do that for them – that He would make them spotless, that He would forgive them and welcome them into the wedding feast.

We have all been there.  We’ve tried to figure out in our minds if the risk is worth it.  “What are the odds that Jesus is going to come back right now?  He hasn’t returned in the last 2,000 years.  Why should I think that it is going to happen even in my lifetime, let alone right now?  I’ll go ahead and indulge my flesh, feel sorry for a little while, and then repent.  Tomorrow is a new day.  I’ll get over it eventually.”  Repent.  Though it is the popular way, it is the foolish way.  Like the foolish rich man, your soul could be demanded of you this very night.  
Repent and let the rest of the world think you are silly and superstitious because you cling to Jesus’ promise that He will come back. Think nothing more than "All I know is what Jesus says to me in the Bible. I know that's true. Because the Bible told me so, I know just like the children that Jesus died for me, that he has forgiven me all of my sins, that he loves me, and that he is coming back to take me and all believers to be with him forever. I don't need any explanations. I don’t need everything to make sense. I will pray. I will watch. I won't panic. I will simply go about my life and do the things that Christ has given me to do, as humble and as insignificant as they may seem to the rest of the world. I will live my life as best as I can by his grace, asking for his forgiveness, and eagerly waiting for the day when I will be free of all doubt and all fear and all sin. And if that means that I have to miss out on some of the pleasures of this world, so be it, they are just vanities anyway. They cannot help me or protect me or save me.  And really so many of them are just extra baggage that distract me from the things that matter.  Jesus will make sure that I have everything that I need.  I will wait and believe just as my fathers did before me and my children will after me and trust that my end is the same as theirs: that I will be with my Lord Jesus forever." That is the wisdom that you've been given by baptism. It's the wisdom of children and fools, who actually believe that God is gracious, he is forgiving, and that his love has absolutely no limits.

The five wise virgins went in to the wedding feast as though they never fell asleep. They sinned but they believed. That belief brought forgiveness to them. They were accepted by the Bridegroom. You also have sinned, but you also believe. You believe in Jesus. You love God. You want to stop sinning and to please Him. You want to be with Him. That is the faith He has given you. It saves you. It delivers forgiveness. It is true, heavenly wisdom. Come and receive food for the watch which strengthens the body and the soul, which restores and encourages hope: the very Body and Blood of Jesus, who loves you, who is coming back.  That is how you prepare.  Jesus give you oil for your lamp so that it remains burning brightly so that you will be ready when He comes to take you home.
In the Name of +Jesus.  Amen.

