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A Recapitulation of the Christian Argument

Matthew 25:31-46

31“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on the throne of his glory. 32All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, 33and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left.


34Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; 35for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’

37Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 38And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ 40And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’


41Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels; 42for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 44Then they also will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ 45Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ 46And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”

Today, I believe it would be very helpful to tell you a story about this most famous parable that Jesus ever told. The context of my story is in a Bible study at the church on the book of Matthew. There were a few newer members in the group, but one was one of the long-time elders of the congregation named Charles. It was a surprise to everyone when Charles came to the first week's session on Monday evening. It had been years since he had participated in a Bible study at the church.


As the weeks passed we were approaching the end of Matthew with this chapter 25. It was in the context of studying the sheep and goats that our story takes place. After reading the text as we did this morning, I wanted to help the group see the wonder and genius of Jesus' teaching methods.


Jesus wanted to make what is probably the most important point that involves our lives as Christians. How often have you heard this admonition, “Feed my lambs.” “Tend my sheep.” “Feed my sheep.”


In verses 15-16 of John 21, we read "15… Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me…?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep."

Isn't it hard NOT to notice that Jesus asks Peter three times to feed and tend his sheep? Are you like me and when I read this text, I notice it and wonder if Jesus thinks Peter is a little dense and needs to hear it three times like advertisers on TV repeat the name of their product to drill it into our heads. The people in our bible study thought that way, too.


In the Bible study we took a longer look at the conversation between Jesus and Peter; but to help us better appreciate the sheep and goats, I want to emphasize the point Jesus was trying to make. Three times Jesus made it clear what it means for Peter to love the Lord. “Feed my lambs….Tend my sheep….Feed my sheep.” Jesus not only used the technique of repetition in asking and instructing three times, Jesus also used the metaphor of sheep as an example that was clear and specific to his teaching method.

The disciples knew that sheep are to the shepherd as all human beings are to the Lord. The most beloved Psalm 23 refers to the Good Shepherd: “1The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 2He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters….” What a powerful, intimate, positive and loving image. Even as we go through the valley of the shadow of death God promises to be there. Salvation is to be with God. To be saved is to abide in the Lord and the Lord abide in you.

There is one more lesson Jesus taught that really helps bring the sheep and goats into focus: Luke 9:24-25. When I mentioned this Luke text, I could see Charles squirm in his seat…as maybe some of you are. "When is this guy going to get to the sheep and goats? We have to beat the Presbyterians to Bob Evans for lunch." Okay. Okay. I get it; but even Charles was deeply touched when we took this text from Luke into account with the sheep and goats. 

24For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will save it. 25What does it profit them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?

Here’s the argument in Luke:

· Beyond meeting our basic needs, the more self-serving our choices are, the more sinful, narrow, short-sighted and ultimately disappointing.

· Beyond meeting our basic needs, the more self-giving our choices are, the more joyful, fulfilling and ultimately rewarding.

In the parable of the sheep and goats in Matthew 25, Jesus identifies these two characterizations of self-serving and self-giving in two different animals: the sheep and the goats that Sunday drivers saw in the fields of Israel/Palestine. Both the sheep and the goats love green pastures and the cool water of the valley steams. 


Jesus tells the story that the shepherd separates them—the sheep to the right and the goats to the left. Why? Because of the choices they tend to make and, more importantly and significantly, why they make them.


While we may expect the sheep to gleefully skip off into their promised green pastures and the goats to go kicking and screaming to wherever, Jesus brings the story up short with an unexpected development. Up to this point, the story is how the sheep and the goats acted. Now Jesus tells the story in a way that helps us understand their motivation. The heart of the matter is why the sheep and the goats did what they did.


It is expected that the goats would protest the king’s decision. You know complaining goes hand in hand with self-serving decisions and actions. 

44Then they…will answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ 45Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’
By the goats asking the king when it was they didn’t serve him, the implication is that they certainly would have served the needy had they known such service would be service to the king. After all, to serve the king is in one’s self-interest. I know all too often I feel like the goats. If I can make some brownie points, I want to do it.

The goats thought that if they were obedient and served the king out of their own self-interest, they would be okay and deserve their reward. 

How can we infer this attitude? We can infer this attitude by the unexpected question the sheep ask the king: Lord, when was it we saw you in need and helped you?

Ah, the story teller subtlety reveals that the sheep did not know they were serving the king when they served the least of these among us. If they didn’t know they were serving the king, then they must not have been serving the needy out of their own self-interest. There was nothing they wanted to get out of serving the least among us. Right? WHY WOULD A MASTER STORY TELLER HAVE THE SHEEP ASK THE SAME QUESTION THE SELFISH GOATS ASKED, IF NOT TO DRAW A CLEAR DISTINCTION BETWEEN THEM?

But it was not their works that saved them. It was their motivation: agape love. Jesus directly said many times how critical to life love is. Now it is implied in a parable in a way that cannot be seen as works righteousness.

· The abundant life (and salvation) is not found in self-interest.

· The abundant life (and salvation) is found in self-giving.

So when people say they are Christians because they want to go to heaven, they are speaking out of self-interest as the goats did. Road signs like, "Repent!" "Avoid Hell!" speak to our selfishness. That’s not the Gospel message.

In John 21, three times Jesus made it clear what it means for Peter to love the Lord: “Feed my lambs….Tend my sheep….Feed my sheep.” Jesus tried to make it as clear as possible to Peter what it means to love God. Love is an active verb of self-sacrificial service to others in need.


In the sheep and goats parable, Jesus clarifies it is not just the acts of self-sacrificial service to others in need, it is the motivation behind it. If the motivation is self-interest, like patronizing the king, all is lost. If the motivation is self-giving through agape love, all is gained.


Yes, Jesus wanted to make what is probably the most important point that involves our lives as Christians. Don't you think he succeeded with the sheep and goats? You'll never look at goats the same way again, will you? But back to Charles.

It was then that Charles, the long veteran of church leadership and spiritual maturity, just about fell out of his seat as he was so agitated.


"What? Are you kidding me? All these years we have heard it preached and taught in Sunday school that we should feed and clothe the least of these among us. Get that? We ought to help the least of these among us. This is the way to get into heaven. That's why we are Christians…so we can go to heaven."


To undergird the feelings and thoughts he was having, I told the group about the time when I was a lay person and was serving as elder of the day in Children's Worship we had during church services. The leader was a lady with great knowledge and experience in the church and I highly respected her; but I about fell out of my seat when she encouraged the kids to come every Sunday for Children's Worship, "because that helps us get to heaven." Can you imagine a more selfish reason to go to church. 


I could go on and on about what it means to be a Christian, but I see it is time I should wrap it up—remember those loving Presbyterians trying to beat you to the few remaining seats at Bob Evans. (look at watch) Uh, oh. I guess you're out of luck.


Yes, I truly believe the goats represent many of us in the church. The most famous question, "Why are you a Christian?" gets the famous answer, "'cause I want to go to heaven." "Why do you go to church?" gets the famous answer, "'cause I want to go to heaven."

It takes spiritual effort and discipline to serve because Jesus wants us to live abundantly; but that's another sermon.

Let us pray:


Gracious Lord, we are all too familiar with the shoulds and oughts we have been taught in the church over the years. Help us reclaim the love of Jesus in our hearts that we may serve without expecting anything in return. Help us see the sheep in this parable as our heros, maybe with pictures of sheep in the meadow on our dining room walls.


May compassion and empathy guide our lives. amen

