Understanding the Parable of the Ten Virgins
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Matthew 25:1-13
Setting the Scene

Jesus paints a night scene familiar to first-century Jewish hearers: a wedding procession. Ten
young women take lamps (or torches) and go out to meet the bridegroom. Five are called wise
because they bring extra oil; five are called foolish because they do not. The bridegroom is
delayed. All ten grow drowsy and sleep. At midnight a cry sounds: “Here is the bridegroom!
Come out to meet him.” The wise trim their lamps and go in with him to the marriage feast. The
door is shut. The foolish, who have gone to buy oil, return too late and hear the devastating
word: “Truly I say to you, I do not know you.” The parable ends with the command: “Watch
therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.”

The picture is domestic and festive, yet the atmosphere is charged. Night, delay, sudden cry,
trimmed lamps, a closed door—these details turn a wedding custom into an eschatological
warning.

Context

The parable belongs to the Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24-25), Jesus’ final major teaching block
before the Passion. After leaving the temple, the disciples ask about the temple’s destruction, his
coming, and the end of the age. Chapter 24 speaks of signs, tribulation, the suddenness of the
Son of Man’s appearing, and the need to stay awake. Matthew 25 then gives three illustrations of
that coming: the ten virgins (readiness), the talents (faithful stewardship), and the sheep and
the goats (final judgment). The word “Then” that opens 25:1 ties the story to the same horizon:
the coming of the Son of Man.



Culturally, a Jewish wedding often involved the groom fetching the bride from her father’s house
and processing, after nightfall, to his own home for a feast that could last days. Guests and
attendants were expected to carry their own lights. A lamp without oil marked one as an outsider.
The parable assumes that setting and then presses it toward the delay of the Parousia and the
finality of exclusion.

Theologically, the story stands in a long biblical line: the Lord as husband (Isaiah 54; 62;
Jeremiah 2; Hosea), the wedding feast of the Lamb (Revelation 19; 21), and Jesus’ own use of
“Lord, Lord” language, echoing Matthew 7:21-23. It is a “watching parable,” aimed not at
outsiders who never expected the bridegroom, but at those who claim to be waiting for him.

Observations

All ten look alike at first. They all go out to meet the bridegroom. They all have lamps. They all
fall asleep during the delay. External association with the wedding party is not enough. The
dividing line is hidden until the midnight cry.

The delay is part of the story, not an accident. “The bridegroom was a long time in coming.”
The church has always had to live with the tension of imminence and delay. Sleep itself is not
condemned; both wise and foolish sleep. What is condemned is the failure to prepare for a wait
that might be longer than expected.

Oil cannot be borrowed. When the foolish ask for oil, the wise refuse: there will not be enough
for both. The point is not selfishness but the non-transferable character of readiness. Faith,
perseverance, and the inner life that sustains a lamp through the night cannot be loaned at the last
moment. Each person must have her own.

The oil has been interpreted in several complementary ways. Many readers see in it the Holy
Spirit, or sanctifying grace, or the inward reality that makes profession more than form. Others
emphasize good works, covenant loyalty, and the habits of prayer and charity that keep the lamp
burning. Still others refuse a single allegorical key and treat the oil simply as “that which makes
one ready when the bridegroom comes.” The text itself does not define the oil; it defines the
result of having it or lacking it.

The closed door is final. “Lord, lord, open to us” meets “I do not know you.” The language of
personal knowledge, not mere acquaintance, is the language of covenant. Presence in the
procession is not the same as being known by the bridegroom.

The command is watchfulness, not date-setting. “You know neither the day nor the hour.” The
parable does not supply a timetable. It supplies a posture: live as those who expect the cry at
midnight.



Questions

What, precisely, is the 0il? Is it the Spirit, faith that perseveres, accumulated good works, or the
whole inner life of a disciple? Different traditions answer differently; the parable itself is more
interested in whether the lamp is still burning when the cry comes.

Are the ten virgins the visible church, Israel awaiting the Messiah, or all who claim to wait for
the Lord? The surrounding discourse and the “Lord, lord” echo favor a warning to those inside
the professing community.

Does the delay refer only to the Second Coming, or also to the hour of each person’s death and to
the many unnoticed “comings” of grace in ordinary life? The primary horizon is eschatological,
yet the same vigilance applies to every unexpected hour.

Why do the wise not share? Is the refusal a statement about the limits of human help at the last
judgment, or a narrative device to keep the foolish from entering?

How should a community live with this parable without collapsing into anxious works-
righteousness on one side or presumption on the other? The story calls for preparedness that is
both gift and responsibility.

Conclusion

The Parable of the Ten Virgins is not a puzzle to be solved so much as a summons to be heeded.
It tells those who already carry lamps that the night may be longer than they planned, that
readiness is personal and cannot be borrowed, and that the door of the feast will not stay open
forever. The wise are not those who never grow tired; they are those who have oil enough for the
wait. The foolish are not those who never intended to meet the bridegroom; they are those who
assumed that intention and outward belonging would be enough.

Theologically, the story holds together two truths the church is always tempted to separate: the
grace that lights the lamp and the responsibility that keeps oil in the flask. It rejects both cheap
assurance and frantic date-counting. It ends where Christian hope and Christian ethics meet:
Watch. The bridegroom is coming. You do not know the hour. Be the kind of person who still
has light when he arrives.



