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The Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24 and 25 concludik the Judgment of the Sheep and the
Goats. Prophecy experts love to debate this paskafget, there are almost as many
interpretations as there are interpreters. Theyeaayer whether the sheep and goats are
individuals or nations, over when this judgmenesblace, over the basis for the judgment, and
over every other conceivable issue one could ingagin

But it seems obvious to me that what Jesus is pilyrtaying to do is to focus our attention on

the fact that there is going to be a final judgneenrd on the nature of the evidence which will be
presented at that judgment to justify acquittat@mviction. When we examine that evidence,
however, we discover a very disconcerting factshsis for judgment isn’t what our evangelical
theology usually tells us. We're taught that sabrats by grace through faith, not of works, lest
anyone should boast. And yet in this passage 3esuss (at least on the surface) to be telling us
that eternal life or eternal punishment dependsaw we treat the least, the last, and the lost.

Please give your attention to the reading of G¥disd as found in 25:31-46:

"When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and a&llahgels with him, he will sit
on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nationd i gathered before him, and he will
separate the people one from another as a sheegadrates the sheep from the goats.
He will put the sheep on his right and the goat$isneft.

"Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Gamou who are blessed by my
Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepaf@dyou since the creation of the
world. For | was hungry and you gave me somethinggt, | was thirsty and you gave
me something to drink, | was a stranger and yoiteavme in, | needed clothes and you
clothed me, | was sick and you looked after mgd mv prison and you came to visit me.'

"Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, whed die see you hungry and feed
you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?ewHdid we see you a stranger and
invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe youtewdid we see you sick or in prison
and go to visit you?'

"The King will reply, 'l tell you the truth, whatevyou did for one of the least of
these brothers of mine, you did for me.’

"Then he will say to those on his left, 'Deparinfrone, you who are cursed, into
the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his alsg For | was hungry and you gave me
nothing to eat, | was thirsty and you gave me mgtho drink, | was a stranger and you
did not invite me in, | needed clothes and younditiclothe me, | was sick and in prison
and you did not look after me.’

"They also will answer, 'Lord, when did we see gongry or thirsty or a
stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prisondalid not help you?'

"He will reply, 'l tell you the truth, whatever yalid not do for one of the least of



these, you did not do for me.’
"Then they will go away to eternal punishment,thetrighteous to eternal life."
This is the Word of the Lord.

There are a number of passages in Scripture thelh i@bout future judgment. But no one in
Scripture spoke more of judgment than Jesus Himidelspoke of sin that could not be
forgiven, of the danger of losing one’s soul forewd# spending eternity in the torments of hell,
and of existing forever in outer darkness, wheesdlwill be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

Yet it is extremely important for us to realizetthathing Jesus said or did was inconsistent with
His gracious love. You see, one of love’s supres®rds is to protect those it loves from harm.
Jesus spoke so much of judgment because it wasisietish nor the Father’s “for any to perish
but for all to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9haiimore loving action could anyone take than
warning about the eternal damnation that every mubegng faces apart from Jesus Christ? He
sought to draw people to Himself, not only throtig attractiveness of salvation, but also
through the horrors of its alternative.

Theologians have tried to make all kinds of didiorts between the various judgments
mentioned in Scripture. They point out that therthe Judgment Seat of Christ, the Great White
Throne Judgment, the Judgment of the Sheep ar@ddhts (mentioned only here in Matthew
25), the Judgment of Israel, the Judgment of thetywlg the Judgment of Fallen Angels, the
Judgment of the Unsaved Dead, and perhaps a feaksottdy own theology professor in
seminary listed seven distinct judgments at difieperiods of time.

However, as | have studied Scripture over the pastears, | have come to think (though |

would certainly not be dogmatic about this) thastmaf these passages are addressing not
distinct judgments but distinct groups that aregedi It may be that there is really only one final
judgment that has two major aspects—the judgmetiteo$aved and the judgment of the unsaved.
Granted some passages focus on the judgment e¥bedi some on Israel, some on the nations,
some on the martyrs, some on the angels, etcthautloesn’t necessarily mean they are all
separate events. | think the simplest view is ltiwdh the judgment of the saved and the judgment
of the unsaved happen when Christ returns, thdugie tis a final phase of the judgment of the
wicked (called the Great White Throne JudgmentemBatan and his demons and the wicked
who participate in the final rebellion at the eridi@ Millennium are all cast into the lake of fire
(Revelation 20).

When Jesusreturnstherewill be a world-wide separ ation of peopleinto two campsfor the
purpose of final judgment. (31-33)

| want us to consider this proposition by asking fsimple questions: When is it? Who is the
Judge? Who are the defendants? What is the veritt2vhat is the evidence presented?

When isthisjudgment? The answer is clear: “when the Son of man coméssiiglory,
and all the angels with him.” | believe this takessright back to chapter 24:30-31 and elaborates
on what will happen at the Second Coming:
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“At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appé&athe sky, and all the nations
of the earth will mourrfno wonder, when you consider what is coming ferdbats)
They will see the Son of Man coming on the clofidseosky, with power and great
glory. And he will send his angels with a loud tpgnhcall, and they will gather his elect
(His sheepjrom the four winds, from one end of the heavernkdmther.”

Who isthe Judge? He is clearly identified as the Son of Man, Jeshast. “He will sit
on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nationglwe gatheredbefore himandhewill separate
... Thenthe Kingwill say . . .” Often in Scripture God Himself iogirayed as the Judge, but on
the last great day none other than the Messiatbeitloing the judging. This fits with John 5:22,
where we are told, “The Father judges no one, batdmtrusted all judgment to the S6n.”

Who arethe defendants? The answer is that this judgment is universal.ilttiwwolve
all the nations. Now some have interpreted thia pglgment of governments based upon how
they have treated the Jewish people, but therdhingin the context to limit it this way. Jesus
does speak of “these brothers of mine” in versebd0) can’t think of any time He uses the term
“brother” in an ethnic sense. Often, however, Hesusin a spiritual sense.

Do you recall the passage at the end of Matthewvh2n someone told Jesus that his mother
and brothers were standing outside wanting to speakn? He replied, “Who is my mother and
who are my brothers?” Pointing to his disciplessasl, “Here are my mother and my brothers.”
And if someone should respond, “Weren’t His disegplewish?”, | would simply quote the very
next words out of His mouth: “Favhoeverdoes the will of my Father in heaven is my brother
and sister and mother” (13:48-50). One cannot Ithribthers” to the Jewish nation.

Besides, verse 32 makes it clear that this is mad@ment of governments but of the people
within these nations. “He will separatee people . .” (Verse 32).

What isthe verdict? Everyone will be put into one of two groups: theeh and the
goats. There won't be any hybrids; each personbeillleemed either a sheep or a goat. The
Sheep will be blessed and granted their inheritamtiee Kingdom. The goats will be cursed and
assigned to the eternal fire prepared for the deul his angels.

Why sheep and goats? Why not cats and dogs? Wzl these were the two most common
domesticated animals in first century Palestineth@ftwo the sheep were more highly prized.
Also sheep are generally docile and gentle, wiolgtghave a tendency to be unruly and can
easily upset the sheep. Because they do not feestowell together, shepherds would separate
them at night. In a similar way the Lord will sept believers from unbelievers. He will put the
believing sheep on His right and the unbelievingtgmn His left. What is the significance of
this? The right-hand side was generally seen asthre favored side; for example to be at the
ruler’s right-hand was to be in the place of hidghesor.

What isthe evidence presented at thisjudgment to justify the respective verdicts?
Jesus focuses on each individual’s use of oppdrgrto serve the least, the last, and the lost.
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But this raises a huge theological problem—notHerliberal mainline church, but for us who are
conservative, Bible-believing evangelicals. Thetdd church actually loves this passage of
Scripture. Finding shelter for the homeless, satgh&ns, universal healthcare—these are the
issues they think religious people should care glvather than proselytizing people or foisting
our social views on society. We should be taking «d the poor.

Now I find it interesting that the liberal churchdthis reputation, but in fact they do far less
than conservative churches in actually providingthi@ poor. When is the last time you heard of
a Rescue Mission staffed and funded by liberal dies? How many liberal churches do you
think actually took mission trips to help the vins of Katrina?

Nicholas D. Kristof, well-known commentator for tNew York Timesyrote an op-ed piece the
week before Christmas entitl@&leeding Heart Tightwads$ie wrote,

This holiday season is a time to examine who’s Ipegighty and who's been
nice, but I'm unhappy with my findings. The problerthis: We liberals are personally
stingy.

Liberals show tremendous compassion in pushingéoerous government
spending to help the neediest people at home arwhdbYet when it comes to individual
contributions to charitable causes, liberals areeapskates.

Google reported that average annual contributiepsnted by conservatives were almost double
those of liberals. Conservatives are also morergeisehan liberals in nonfinancial ways,
according to Kristoff. People in red states aresaberably more likely to volunteer for good
causes, and conservatives give blood far more ditew | say that not to be self-congratulating
to political conservatives or conservative churclhegause clearly even conservatives are not
doing enough to help the poor.

The fact is that we evangelicals have an obligatonrestle with the teaching of Jesus here. Is
He saying that the very basis of the final judgmeititbe whether or not we feed the hungry,
house the homeless, clothe the naked, and visgirteeners? No, | don’t think He is. | want to
offer a quote from one of the finest commentarieshe book of Matthew, one by Dr. Leon
Morris, who first states the problem and then pediseto respond to it:

The passage deals only with works, which are seghetest of whether one is
saved or not; nothing is said here about graceaithfor Christ’s atoning work. But we
must bear in mind that this picture of Judgment Bags not give us a full account of
everything that has to do with salvation; it do@s imclude, for example, the fact that
from the beginning of his Gospel Matthew has bedimg about one who will “save his
people from their sins” (1:21; cf. also 11:25-30):28). This passage deals with the
evidence on which people will be judged, not theseaof salvation or damnation. That
grace is not part of the present picture does neamthat it is any the less significant.
We must bear in mind that it is common to the wholgtural picture that we are saved
by grace and judged by works. The works we doteretvidence either of the grace of
God at work in us or of our rejection of that grace
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| think this is very important to grasp. Otherwiseould be very easy to conclude from the
account of the sheep and the goats that the wesrtoyour way to heaven is to take care of the
least of these. It is not. Nevertheless, taking cdithe least of these is obviously an extremely
important issue to Christ.

Now | think we are ready to look at the two setslefendants at this final judgment: the sheep
and the goats. With each of these | want us toidenghe judgment rendered, the evidence
enumerated, the shock expressed, and the justiicatfered.

The Sheep are blessed and granted their inheritance in the Kingdom. (34-40)

The King pronounces His judgment first and theregithe evidence—in both the case of the
sheep and the goats.

The judgment rendered (34). For the sheep the judgment is enormously positive:
“Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take ytheritance, the kingdom prepared for you
since the creation of the world.” By the way, hare two more arguments for the view that
Jesus is presenting the evidence rather than theaose of their eternal destiny. First, when
Jesus commends the sheep, He offers them an atezitA child does not earn an inheritance
but receives it on the basis of his being in thmilia So also, the believer does not earn his way
into the kingdom of God but receives it as his tfiglhinheritance as a child of God and a fellow
heir with Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:16-17).

Second, the inheritance is one “prepared for yoncesthe creation of the world.” The kingdom
cannot be something they have earned because firepared for them by God before they were
ever born! We should not miss the implication tin@ly are God’s elect, which, of course, is
exactly what Jesus called them in 24:31. They heen saved by grace, not by works, and the
good deeds commended here in Matthew 25 are therfal the root, of salvation. Nevertheless,
the genuinely righteous deeds Jesus mentions hereeasurable evidence of salvation.

Theevidence enumerated. Verses 35-36:
“For | was hungry and you gave me something to leags thirsty and you gave

me something to drink, | was a stranger and yoiteavme in, | needed clothes and you

clothed me, | was sick and you looked after med i prison and you came to visit

me?
Isn’t it interesting that when Jesus states thdenge, everything He presents deals with
common, everyday needs. There is no mention of mental works of faith or spectacular
accomplishments—preaching before thousands ornparfg miracles or speaking in tongues. He
speaks only of routine acts of kindness that hedptrthe needs of the least, the last, and the lost.

The shock expressed. Verse 37: “Lord, when did we see you hungry ane giou
something . . ., when did we see you a strangeiraite you in . . ., when did we see you sick
or in prison and go to visit you?” Their surprisenbt unimportant to the account, for it shows
clearly that they had not done these things inrai@enerit salvation; it was just the way they
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lived in response to what Christ had done in theohfar them. It never crossed their minds that
they were doing these things to earn favor with Him

Thejustification offered (40). The King explains His decision in verse 40, as He
replies, “I tell you the truth.” Whenever Jesusautes phrase He is making a solemn and
important pronouncement that must be heeded.|*y¢ei the truth, whatever you did for one of
the least of these brothers of mine, you did for’'mdanost important question is “Who are ‘the
least’ Jesus is talking about here?” Is this taotamh to the story of the Good Samaritan, where
Jesus seemed to be defining “neighbor” as anyonead with whom we happen to come into
contact? | don’t think so. | think He chooses Hrals carefully here as He speaks of “one of
the least othese brothersf mine.” He is talking about His followers. To e#ee and help a
needy disciple of Jesus is to receive and helpsJdsuself.

Do we, therefore, get a pass when it comes todheeless in San Francisco, or the prostitutes in
Bangkok, or the hungry in Rwanda, or even the postilltop? No, for two reasons. First, we

do not always know who is a follower of Jesus amad ven't. But second, there are ample
Scriptures which indicate that we have wideningles of responsibility: family first, fellow-
believers second, everyone else third. Our firdgtl@ghest responsibility is to our own family.
Paul states that anyone who does not do so “hasdithre faith and is worse than an infidel”(1
Tim. 5:8).

It's also critical to provide for fellow Christian€onsider Galatians 6:10: “Therefore, as we
have opportunity, let us do good to all peoplegesily to those who belong to the family of
believers.” Yet that same verse tells us we havalisscharged our duty when we have provided
for family and church. To the extent possible wewt do good to everyone.

Here is the primary point of the judgment of theeghr to serve Christ’s people is to serve Him,
and to serve Him is to prove one belongs to Hirterkstingly, the other judgment—that of the
goats—is worded almost identically, except opposite

The goatswill be cursed and assigned to the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his
angels. (41-46)

Thejudgment rendered. Instead of “come” it is “go.” Verse 41: “Depart frome, you
who are cursed, into the eternal fire preparedHerdevil and his angels.” Isn't it interestingttha
while the sheep are granted an inheritance pregaredem since the creation of the world, the
goats are consigned to a place not prepared for #teall but rather for the devil and his angels.
God never created mankind for condemnation busdbration. That's what John 3:17 says: “For
God did not send his Son into the world to condéimenworld, but to save the world through
him.”

But still much of the world ends up being condemnsdhat God'’s fault? No, for the very next
verse says, “Whoever believes in Jesus is not condd, but whoever does not believe stands
condemned already because he has not believed mathe of God’s one and only Son.” He is
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not condemned because he lacked opportunity, @useche made some inadvertent mistake, or
because he committed some horrendous sin. He deoumed because he refused to believe in
the One came to give him life, and whose fingetprare found all over His universe!

The evidence enumer ated. Essentially the same words are used by Jesubléhased
with the sheep on his right, except that this theeclaims they failed to do all the same things
for the hungry, thirsty, homeless, naked, the aiutt the prisoners.

The shock expressed. | can just hear them: “What do you mean? When dicsee You
hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clotbresick or in prison and fail to help you?” They
are not conscious of ever refusing to give fooddasus, or water, or clothes, etc. After all, Jesus
is a pretty popular figure, even among the norgielis, to say nothing of those who are part of
the professing church. Had they recognized Him theyld surely have helped Him.

Thejustification offered for their judgment is again spoken with solemnitytell you
the truth, whatever you did not do for one of thast of these, you did not do for me.” Their
condemnation is expressed not in terms of theimgagdone some awful crime, but in terms of
their failure to do what is right. Sins of omissican be as serious as those committédon’t
think it will count for much when they object,

“But | gave to the United Way!

| put my change in the Salvation Army bucket!

| voted for universal health care!

| was in favor of saving the Tutsis from ethnic@a&ng!”
| think Jesus will ask,

“What individual follower of mine did you help?

When did you go out of your way to visit a shuiom your church?

Did you support any missionaries so that they capletad the Gospel?

How often did you give something sacrificial to bemevolence fund so that needy
people in your own spiritual family would be prosetifor?”

The sentenceiscarried out. (46)

Verse 46" “Then they will go away to eternal pumngnt, but the righteous to eternal life.” By
the way, there are many, even some in the evagjelenp, who are today questioning the
doctrine of eternal punishment in hell. They arthat it is barbaric to think that God would
allow people who only lived a few decades on etrtspend the rest of eternity in hell. If they
don’t actually promote universalism (the view teaeryone eventually will go to heaven) they
prefer to think of unbelievers just going out ofsté@nce. They call it “annihilationism.”

Well, frankly, I prefer to think that too, but canbecause the Bible doesn't allow it. | don’t have
time to preach the doctrine of hell this morningt bpoint out just one simple fact here: the
word “eternal” that is used of punishment is thensavord that is used in the same verse of
eternal life. If hell is not forever, then heavensnnot be either.
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Frankly, the elimination of eternal punishment frtre Bible ultimately means the loss of the
Gospel. It extracts the teeth of the Law and dighias the holiness of God. To me the wonder is
not that Jesus will one day come in glory to juttgeeworld but that He first came in humility to
save sinners. The marvel is not that God promisesmdemn sinners to hell for their sin but
that He first offers to deliver them from their siand allow them to spend eternity with HIm.

Conclusion: | suspect we are going to be faced with more dppay over the next year or two

to be obedient on this matter of responding to féaet of these brothers of mine” than we have
ever had in most of our lifetimes. If the econoroytinues to tank there will be many believers
who are threatened with loss of their jobs and redikir homes. Our staff and Trustees have
worked very hard to pare over $150,000 out of tirdgiet we presented at the Annual Meeting in
October, not because we are in financial trouble elsurch; in fact, we ended the year in the
black, we have no debt, and we have the strongsestves we have ever had. Rather it's because
we want to be in a position to fulfill our respdniity to our own families and others in case of
dire emergency, in addition to meeting the basedseof the church.

But there is another application | want to makéhes sermon, and it's regarding our outreach to
the unbelieving community.

On February 4, 1994 Mother Teresa was invited éakmt the National Prayer Breakfast in
Washington, D.C. President Clinton and his wifeavatting on the front row, and many cabinet
members and political leaders from the Clinton adstiation were present.

There were a number of topics Mother Teresa coale laddressed that would have generated
accolades from the powers that be—she could haleespof the power of prayer or the need to
love one another or the goodness of America—everymuld have eaten that up. But instead
she focused her remarks on the least of thesediStahefore political leaders who had done
more to make abortion legal and acceptable tharbafgre them in history, she spoke with
power and conviction:
| feel that the greatest destroyer of peace todabortion, because it is a war
against the child, a direct killing of the innocenftild, murder by the mother herself. And
if we accept that a mother can kill even her owitdglmnow can we tell other people not
to kill one another? Please don't kill the childwant the child. Please give me the child.
| am willing to accept any child who would be ateaitand to give that child to a married
couple who will love the child and be loved by¢héd. From our children’s home in
Calcutta alone, we have saved over 3000 childremfabortion. These children have
brought such love and joy to their adopting pareartsl have grown up so full of love
and joy.

That, friends, is an amazing example of the kindtofude Jesus is talking about in Matthew 25.
But even more important than being compassionatartb babies facing abortion is the need to
be compassionate toward lost people all arounashdg@proclaim the Good News that Jesus is
the Way to God. Our culture doesn’t want to heat,thut it needs to hear it. It needs to hear that
sins are forgiven only at the Cross.



One of the most powerful ways to gain a hearinglierGospel is to meet the basic human needs
of the least, the last, and the lost. I'm not sgytimat we should reach out to them only in order to
gain a hearing for the Gospel; rather we reachmtiitem because God loves them, and when we
do we automatically gain a hearing for the Gospel.

We often fault the liberal church for its activisaward the poor while failing to share the

Gospel with them. But it is just as wrong and uéttely as demeaning to them to preach the
Gospel without trying to meet their basic needsy@ad enable us to hear and respond to these
words of Jesus: “I tell you the truth, whatever ytd for one of the least of these brothers of
mine, you did for me.”

i. John MacArthurMatthew 24-28111.

ii. Interestingly this is the only passage in Strp in which Jesus refers to himself as King,
though in 27:11, when Pilate asks Him if He is kafghe Jews, He responds, “Yes, it is as you
say.”

iii. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthe@A1.

iv. Some are confused that the millennium is mewibhere in verse 46. Remember, the
judgment we have been considering occurs “wheistreof Man comes in his glory.” But isn’'t
He supposed to reign for a thousand years on baftite the Eternal State is inaugurated? Yes, |
believe He will. But every prophetic Scripture pags doesn’t present us with a detailed
timeline. Often the writer telescopes things infsaavay that things near and far and sit next to
one another. It is quite possible that the sheeéptaad goats receive their acquittals and
convictions, respectively, at the Second Coming el carrying out of their sentences may
await the culmination of the millennial kingdom.té&f all, the “then” of verse 46 indicates
sequence, but it doesn’t necessarily mean “immelgiatfter.” Dr. Grant Osborne, a professor at
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, wrote in a mamal email, “I think the phrase is a general
time reference that covers the events of the Se€amiing, millennium, and Great White
Throne judgment.”



