
Some Parables of Jesus Found in the Gospel of Matthew 

A Study in Eight Lessons 

Wednesday Evening Studies 

Lesson Seven 

 

The Parable of the Ten Maidens: Matthew 25:1-13 

 

You Can Be an Exegete! 

 Maybe you know something about exegesis. Or maybe it's a word you've never heard; or 

you've heard but haven't paid attention to. In its simplest meaning, exegesis is an explanation or 

an interpretation of a text. Every time we read a text together and then try to figure out together 

what it might mean -- we're doing exegesis! In other words, we're being exegetes. 

 

 This evening, we are going to read together the Parable of the Ten Maidens and then 

we're going to look at some background information and jump right in to figure out what these 

verses might have to say to us.  

 

 Most biblical scholars agree that Matthew is divided into five parts. The parable of the 

Ten Maidens is part of Matthew's fifth discourse (Matt. 24:1-25:46), what Douglas Hare calls the 

"final collection of Jesus' teaching," where we read "a series of future events climaxing in the 

arrival of Jesus in glory" with emphasis on "exhortation to faithfulness."1 Hare's words help to 

prepare the reader for what is coming in these two chapters.  

 Perhaps relevant to the story of the Ten Maidens, Jesus in 24:23 tells his disciples, "Then 

if anyone says to you, 'Look! Here is the Messiah!' or 'There he is' -- do not believe it." Then he 

reminds them of the need to be watchful: "Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what 

day your Lord is coming" (24:42). I wonder: What did the maidens think when they heard those 

words? (25:6). 

How the Parable Divides into Parts 

 The parable of the Ten Maidens might be divided into three sections: first there is a "a 

prologue to the main action of the parable" (vv. 2-6); then "two dialogues, first between the wise 

and foolish women, after the coming of the bridegroom is announced (vv. 6-9) and then between 

the groom and the foolish when they return and find the door shut (vv. 10-12)," says Stanley 

Saunders.2  

 The parable begins: "Then the kingdom of heaven will be like this." Those words alert 

the reader to look for ways the parable does or does not resemble what the reader perceives to be 

kingdom ways. Ten maidens (virgins) are preparing to meet the bridegroom. Hare cites one 

example of the metaphor of Christ as the bridegroom and the church as the virgin bride:  

                                                           
 1 Douglas R.A. Hare, Matthew. Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, eds. 

James L. Mays, Patrick D. Miller, and Paul J. Achtemeier (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1993), 273.  

 2   Saunders. Preaching the Gospel of Matthew, 253. 



2 Corinthians 11:2. There, Paul compares the Corinthian congregation to a virgin: 'I promised 

you in marriage to one husband, to present you as a chaste virgin to Christ.'" Therefore Matthew 

may have chosen the word maiden (virgin) carefully to make that same reference to Christ and 

the church in this parable3 (v.1). On the other hand, perhaps the reference points to Old 

Testament images of God as bridegroom and the bride, Israel. For example, God speaks through 

the prophet Jeremiah: "I remember the devotion of your youth, your love as a bride, how you 

followed me in the wilderness, in a land not sown" (2:2b).  

 Very clearly and early on in the parable we learn that five of the maidens are considered 

to be wise; five, foolish (v.2). Barbara Reid suggests a comparison with the parable of the wise 

and foolish builders in Matthew 7:24-27. That is, the wise have chosen to hear and respond to the 

call to be ready; the foolish have not.4 A theme begins to develop. Why are five foolish? They 

pick up their torches but fail to pick up oil. They "took no oil with them" (v. 3). On the other 

hand, the five wise bridesmaids do everything right. They are sure to be prepared. They pick up 

their torches and they also pick up plenty of oil to use when it is time to light the torches (v. 4). 

 Sadly, the bridegroom is late. The ten maidens go to sleep (v. 5). And, sure enough, while 

they are sleeping, someone shouts that the groom has arrived. It is midnight (v. 6). Amy-Jill 

Levine says, "All ten young women fall asleep, and thus they all fail to do what Jesus exhorts, 

'Keep awake.'"5 The groom is coming! Time to prepare! Now the maidens pick up their torches 

and get them ready to light (v. 7). But the five foolish ones realize they have no oil! They ask the 

other five to share: "Give us some of your oil" (v. 8). But the five maidens who had remembered 

to pick up their oil along with their lamps are unable to share: You must go somewhere to 

purchase your own oil. We brought only enough for ourselves, they say (v. 9). Well, the oil-less 

maidens do just that. They leave the others and go off to find oil for their lamps. They miss the 

arrival of the bridegroom. He comes while they are away. The five wise maidens join the 

bridegroom and go into the place where the wedding feast will be held. Someone shuts the door 

(10).  

 The five maidens who missed the arrival of the groom go to the door when they return 

from purchasing their oil. They stand at the door calling out to the master of the house: come 

open for us (v. 11). But the master, perhaps the bridegroom himself, says that he does not know 

who they are (v. 12). Saunders says, "The closed door and the groom's refusal to recognize and 

admit the foolish maidens" is the "final shock in the story," a "tragic image of exclusion and 

judgment" with which readers must wrestle.6 The parable ends with a warning about being 

awake and prepared for the day and hour of the special event that is coming (v. 13).  

 We will have a few discussion questions this evening -- and on Sunday, much more 

discussion of the parable and its interpretation. 

                                                           
 3 Hare, 284. 

 4 Reid, 194. 

 5  Levine,  302. 

 6 Saunders, Preaching the Gospel of Matthew, 253. 



Discussion Questions 

 1. What do you like about this parable? 

 2. What do you find troubling? 

 3. What questions do you want to ask Jesus about this parable? 

  



Congregational Study of the Parables in the Gospel of Matthew 

First Presbyterian Church of Natchez, Mississippi 

Eight Parable Lessons for Adult and Teen Sunday Study  

Lesson Seven 

 

Matthew 25:1-13  

The Parable of the Ten Maidens 

 

Read the Parable together. 

Questions or "I wonder" statements 

 

 On Wednesday, we read through the parable and did some interpretive work. We ended 

the lesson with some questions about the parable.  

For example:  

We wondered just what the parable might have meant to the people who heard the story that day. 

We wondered whether their questions might have been similar to ours.  

So let's just start with your questions this morning. 

 1. What do you like about this story? 

 2. What troubles you about this story? 

 3. What questions would you have for Jesus if you could ask him? 

 4. What portrayals of God's kingdom do you glean from the story? 

The Allegory  

 The parable often is interpreted through allegory: Jesus the bridegroom at his final 

coming; the maidens, the church; the wedding banquet, celebration of God's reign fulfilled; and 

the door closed to the five maidens, the final judgment. However, many scholars find allegory 

unnecessary for interpretation. What if the story also is about "community"? 

The Community 

 If the story is about community, several themes emerge. 

  First, everyone with a role to play in a community-wide event should take the role 

seriously and be prepared to fulfill obligations. One person's preparation is not necessarily 

something that can be "shared" with one who has foolishly neglected preparations. Second, 

choices matter in community. The maidens who brought oil are ready to be "lights to the world," 

as God had promised that Israel would be: "I will give you as a light to the nations that my 

salvation may reach to the end of the earth" (Isaiah 49:6b). The foolish five take a nap rather than 

paying attention to their lack of oil, and therefore they fail to get oil during the bridegroom's 

delay. Third, failure to attend to details has consequences. The party has begun. The door has 

been shut. The foolish maidens are too late to be included in the event. Remembering the need to 

question the parable about its similarity to or difference from God's kingdom (v.1), the reader 



today might relate the story to preparation for the Second Coming of Christ. Some will be ready. 

Some will not be ready. The door to the kingdom may be open or shut. Will there be mercy or 

judgment? 

 

The Wise and the Foolish 

 What really is the difference between the "wise" and the "foolish"? Let's read together 

another short parable, Matthew 7:24-27, "The Parable of the Wise and Foolish Builders."  

 1. How do you compare this parable to the one about the ten maidens? 

 2. What really is the character of the "wise" as opposed to the character of the "foolish"? 

 3. What kingdom messages relate to "wise" and "foolish"? 

  



Lessons of Love and Hospitality in the Gospel Parables: 

How Jesus Leads the Church to Love, Welcome, and Serve Our Neighbors  
 

Devotionals by Rev. Joan Gandy 

Based on Parables of Jesus Found in the Gospel of Matthew 

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 I am excited to offer devotional guides for your use during the eight weeks we will be 

studying Parables of Jesus found in the Gospel of Matthew. These devotionals may be used by 

one person, two, a family of five or a room full of relatives and friends! The important thing is to 

use them faithfully, each week. Of course, have a Bible nearby, also!  

 The devotionals, it is hoped, may deepen your spiritual experience of reading and 

studying the beautiful parables of Jesus. If you are able, it is helpful to have a particular time of 

day when you devote yourself to reading and reflecting. Try to create a space where there are 

few distractions. Seek God's presence by devoting mind, body, and strength to listening for that 

divine voice to speak to you through Scripture and prayer. And be with one another, taking time 

to talk about what you are reading and feeling as you devote yourself to this informal worship 

time. 

 There are three devotional readings for each of the eight weeks we will study selected 

parables in Matthew. Choose the same three days each week to share these little devotionals in 

your family circle -- maybe Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.  

 Here is how the devotionals are arranged: In addition to a verse or two from the Gospel to 

guide your spiritual experience, there also is a verse from Psalms that helps perhaps to expand 

the meaning of the Gospel reading. The devotional concludes with a short prayer that you may 

read together. Then it is hoped that you will have your own family prayers together. If family 

prayers are not a habit you have cultivated, this is a great time to try that helpful practice. So: 

three times a week, devotionals are provided. Use them on whatever days you wish, but do try to 

enjoy the devotionals during the week designated if possible. 

 I leave you with these readings with a prayer that God will be with each one of us as we 

make this journey through parables together in the weeks ahead.  

 

In Christ's love, 

Joan 

  



Week Seven, Matthew 25:1-13 

First Devotional 

Gospel verse for the day: 

 "The foolish said to the wise, 'Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out'" 

(Matthew 25:8). 

 

Psalm verse for the day: 

 "I keep the Lord always before me; because he is at my right hand, I shall not be moved" 

(Psalm 16:8). 

 

 There is "wise" and "foolish" within each of us. As we devote ourselves to God and 

God's way in the world, his Spirit helps us to learn to discern those times when we are led toward 

the foolish side of our hearts! Daily prayer and time spent with God in reading the Bible will 

strengthen us to stay more to the wise side; but we are never completely free of that human 

desire to cut corners, to skip a daily meditation, to look away when we see a neighbor in need. 

Pray today that God will help you to be strong in his word, to seek it daily, and to carry out God's 

will for us -- loving God and loving neighbors as we love ourselves. Pray also that God will give 

us compassion for those who might need extra encouragement in their lives to make good 

choices. As God strengthens us to live before him in love and faith, God also gives us strength to 

help others. Pray that God will bless you this day with wisdom.  

 

Pray this prayer; then pray your family's prayers. 

 Gracious Lord, our God, give us hearts that know you and seek to follow your way. Help 

us to make wise choices and help us to instruct our children in how to grow in wisdom. We make 

this prayer in the name of the One who has given us all, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Week Seven, Matthew 25:1-13  

Second Devotional 

Gospel verse of the day: 

 "The bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with him into the wedding 

banquet. The door was shut" (Matthew 25:10). 

 

Psalm verse of the day: 

 "O send out your light and your truth; let them lead me; let them bring me to your holy 

hill and to your dwelling" (Psalm 43:3). 

 

 Each day is a new day. God grants us new life when we repent and confess our sins 

before him and before each other. As we read together this week a parable that can trouble our 

hearts, we thank God that we are people of second chances. All of us sin and must repent of our 

sins. The Parable of the Ten Maidens is a serious reminder of the way to which Jesus Christ calls 

us. Yes, we can repent and be forgiven because we put our faith in trust in the risen Christ. But 

the grace given in such a moment is grace that calls us to gratitude -- to prayer and to service. 

Where do you see opportunity to give thanks to God for the grace that is yours through Christ 

crucified and risen? Today, meditate upon that gift of grace. Give God thanks that you can live in 

joy, knowing that Christ has died for YOU.  

 

Pray this prayer; then continue with your family's prayers: 

 O Christ, show us the way we should go in the days ahead. For the grace that you have 

given to us and to our family, we give you thanks. Help us to live in gratitude by serving you in 

fresh new ways that will be pleasing to you. You are our Redeemer. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Week Seven, Matthew 25:1-13  

Third Devotional 

Gospel verse for the day: 

 "Keep awake therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour" (Matthew 25:13). 

 

Psalm verse for the day: 

 "Rise up, O God, judge the earth; for all the nations belong to you!" (Psalm 82:8). 

 

 Judgment is not a popular topic. We prefer to speak of God's mercy. And, in fact, we like 

to quote the comforting words of James, who says, "For judgment will be without mercy to 

anyone who has shown no mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment" (James 2:13). Still, we who 

claim the triune God as our God know that in God's own time, there will be judgment. In this 

section of Matthew where the Parable of the Ten Maidens is located, Jesus offers some of his 

most serious teaching about judgment. So it is important that we pay attention. Jesus emphasizes 

wakefulness and watchfulness. What can that mean for us? Wakefulness does not mean sitting 

up all night instead of getting a good night's sleep. Watchfulness does not mean sitting by the 

door with a shotgun over your lap. Jesus wants our hearts to be prepared. Jesus wants us to be 

sure that we are confident in him, in God's loving care over our lives so that there is no doubt in 

our minds that we are God's children, brothers and sisters of Christ, and heirs of the kingdom that 

God has promised to Jesus and all his family. Give praise to God for his goodness! 

 

Pray this prayer; then continue with your family's prayers: 

 Loving God, you have blessed us richly in the love and sacrifice of your Son Jesus Christ. 

We give you thanks that we can live joyfully knowing that he has carried our burdens to you and 

that we belong to your family through our baptism into Christ. We pray in his name. Amen. 

 

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 


