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Scripture: Matthew 25:31-46 

Sermon: 

Introduction… 
 In 1943 S I Kishor wrote a short story entitled “Appointment With Love” for Collier’s magazine.  In this 

story, a young man begins a pen pal relationship with a woman after finding a book that once belonged to her and 

appreciating the notes she had written in the margins.  After a lengthy long distance relationship they decide to 

meet for the first time, but the woman has refused to send the man a picture of herself saying that her looks should 

not matter.  

They arrange to meet in a public place, perhaps a train station or something to that effect. The woman says 

that the man will be able to identify her by the yellow rose she is wearing.  The man will be identified by carrying 

the book she used to own which sparked their correspondence.  The man arrives at the location and while looking 

for the woman with the rose, an attractive young woman walks past the man and says hello.  Then he sees behind 

her a woman wearing a rose.  She is a middle aged woman, rather frumpy and unkempt.  The man walks past the 

attractive woman and straight up to the woman wearing the rose. He holds out the book in his hand and introduces 

himself. Then he asks the woman if she would like to go for dinner. 

The older woman smiles broadly and says, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but that woman who just 

walked past you asked me to wear this rose. She said if a young man introduces himself to me and asks me to 

dinner to tell him that she is waiting at the restaurant across the street.” 

We all appreciate this story.  The young man was being tested. Would he judge the woman purely based 

on her looks? Would he reject a long letter correspondence and building friendship based on whether or not the 

woman was attractive?  The woman was quite smart, testing him this way.  And he passed the test! 

[pic] In our video clips, Luke Skywalker fails a similar test.  Having crash landed on the planet Dagobah, 

he is looking for a Jedi Master named Yoda.  But when he meets Yoda, he doesn’t know it’s him. Expecting and 

hoping for a powerful figure, Luke is faced with a small, seemingly insignificant creature wearing a shabby robe.  

Yoda plays the fool to test Luke and Luke completely fails the test, showing his impatience and dismissing Yoda 

because of his appearance.  Even when he finally realizes who Yoda is, Luke is impatient, banging his head on 

the low ceiling of Yoda’s hut! 

Our passage today deals with a similar test.  Most of us here love Jesus.  If we met Jesus, we would treat 

him with respect and awe. If he asked us for help we would gladly give it to him!  But what if we’ve already met 

Jesus?  What if we’ve met Jesus and didn’t recognize him? 

Context 
 The passage we are going to read together in a minute is found in Matthew 25.  This lesson is the climax 

of a series of lessons Jesus gives on judgment and being prepared for his return. What does it mean to be ready for 

Jesus to come back? [RT France, Matthew, p. 354]  This is also the last of Jesus’ public sermons in Matthew. It is 

his closing note of public ministry before his death and resurrection. [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew Vol 2, p. 

563] 

Text 
 Let’s turn together to Matthew 25:31-46. 

What It Says 
 There are a few things I would like to point out about what this passage says.  Jesus begins by speaking of 

the Son of Man.  This is Jesus’ favourite title for himself, taken from Daniel 7.  Notice that the Son of Man is 

going to come in glory. He will be accompanied by angels. He will sit on his throne in heavenly glory.  He will 

serve as the judge of all the nations.  The angels, glory and throne all belong to God.  Having divided the people, 

in verse 34 the Son of Man is referred to as the king!  He also speaks of the sheep as being blessed “by my 

Father.”  So the king is not God the Father. The King is Jesus!  This passage is one in which Jesus claims his 

divinity.  That is, Jesus claims to be God.   
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The scene is the Day of Judgment when He will judge all the people of the world, the nations, from all of 

history.  This is not a parable. This is a highly stylized description of a future event. [Bruner, p. 564]  This is not 

an allegory or metaphor.  Jesus is saying this is going to really happen. 

To those on his right side, the side of favour, the sheep, Jesus will say, “Come, you who are blessed by my 

Father, take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.”  There are a couple 

cool things that need to be pointed out here. First, the word “come” is the same word Jesus used to call his 

disciples!  So those who respond to Jesus’ first call of “come” and follow him into a life of discipleship will then 

hear this final “come” and follow him into his eternal kingdom. [Bruner, p. 568] 

These people are described as “blessed.”  You may recall a while back we did a series on happiness.  In 

the Bible, the closest idea to happiness is blessedness.  These who are blessed are the people who are truly 

happy. 

These happy, blessed people are being brought into their inheritance. Remember, we don’t earn an 

inheritance, it is something given to us.  Here we see the idea that we are adopted into God’s family as fellow 

heirs with Christ!  Not only does God bless us, not only does God forgive our sins, but we are welcomed into his 

family and stand to inherit with Jesus! 

What is this inheritance? The kingdom prepared since the creation of the world.  Don’t forget, kingdom 

in the Bible means the authority to rule.  It isn’t a piece of land or territory. It is authority.  So the sheep will 

inherit authority to rule alongside Jesus. 

This authority, this kingdom, has been prepared since creation.  That means that this is not Plan B.  

Salvation is not God’s backup plan. Salvation through Christ was part of God’s plan for creation since the very 

beginning. 

Skipping down a bit, to verse 37, the sheep are referred to as “the righteous.”  Righteous means that 

God has declared we are in a right relationship with Him. So this passage is about who is in a right 

relationship with God.  The sheep are those God has reconciled to himself.  This passage is about our 

relationship with God.  Those who are in a right relationship with God are those who have taken care of other 

people. 

The criteria Jesus lists for the righteous and the unrighteous are all about caring for others. They fall into 3 

categories: food, shelter and relationship.  The righteous meet the needs of others when it comes to these areas of 

life.  The list is meant to be an illustration, not necessarily exhaustive, but at the core is the idea of caring for 

people in need. 

The righteous are those who cared for the needs of insignificant people. The unrighteous, the goats, the 

cursed people, are those who did not care for the needs of insignificant people.  In both cases Jesus says that what 

the people did or didn’t do to the “least” of these brothers of Jesus is the same as if they had done it or failed to do 

it for Jesus himself.  In both cases, the righteous and the cursed, they are surprised. When they helped or ignored 

people in need they had no idea they were helping or ignoring Jesus.  Like our two examples at the beginning, 

this is a test- how will we treat insignificant people?  Jesus wants to know if we will only help important people, 

or only help him if we know it’s him. 

What It Means 

So what does this passage mean?  The first thing we see is that being prepared for Christ’s return is 

not about decoding signs of the end times but the requirement of love.  Remember, this is our favourite word 

here at Priory- agape.  It is the word used to describe God’s very nature in the letters of John, that God is love. It 

is divine, self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others.  Here we see that kind of love being 

the test for righteousness, the test for whether or not we are in a right relationship with God! 

The distinction between those in a right relationship with God and not in a right relationship with God is 

not whether or not they are learned people, or rich people, church goes or non-church goers.  The distinction is 

not based on a specific theological criteria.  The distinction is made based on whether or not they were concerned 

with the well-being of others. [Matthew Henry, in Bruner, p. 567] 

It is important to notice as well that the righteous are surprised when Jesus says that they gave him food 

and drink, clothing and shelter and visited him when he was isolated and alone.  They were not thinking of it as 

being him when they did these things. Nor were they putting their confidence in these activities for their salvation.  
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They didn’t think what they were doing for marginalized people was as big a deal as it really was! 

What sorts of things do we usually think of as being important to God?  What do we think matters with 

Jesus?  Usually we think of religious activities, like going to church or reading our Bibles. Or we think of the 

things we don’t do, that Christians “don’t do.”  The same was true in Jesus’ day. The Pharisees were very 

religious people. They spent most of their time doing things or avoiding things in order to stay religiously pure 

and holy.  Most people couldn’t be Pharisees. They didn’t have the education to do it. They didn’t have the time 

to do it either- all the extra little things that went into keeping oneself pure.  This is what people in Jesus’ day 

thought would matter on the Day of Judgment. Turns out they were wrong! 

Today we probably fall into the same trap over different activities. We think the people God is impressed 

with are the people who are out there doing evangelism all over the world, or leading big churches, or traveling the 

world as missionaries, or heading up important ministries.  But that’s not what impresses Jesus.  What 

impresses Jesus is how we treat ordinary people in need. 

That’s the really encouraging part of this passage.  The services that Jesus lists as being why the sheep are 

rewarded are really little services.  Giving food and water to a person who needs it. Providing clothing and 

shelter for those who need it.  Being a friend to the friendless, to those in need either sick or in prison.  These are 

remarkably easy and accessible things to do!  Jesus didn’t say, “I was sick and you healed me,” or “I was in 

prison and you liberated me.”  He says “you visited me.”  In this passage, Jesus opens up salvation to “all the 

little doers” not just the “big doers.” [Bruner, p. 569] Feeding ministries, sheltering ministries and visitation 

ministries are all “Basic, mundane and unflashy services” and these are the activities Jesus gives the highest 

honour to! [Bruner, p. 570] 

Everybody can take part in these kinds of ministries.  They don’t require a lot of theological training. 

They don’t require massive resources or experience.  And yet through these activities we serve Jesus himself!  

“Every person has access to Christ through a needy person.” [Bruner, p. 570]   

Once again, Jesus redirects his followers’ goals from great plans of personal success to little deeds in the 

service of others. [Bruner, p. 571]  We don’t have to build cathedrals to honour Jesus. We don’t have to travel to 

foreign countries to serve Jesus. We don’t have to write books, go on speaking engagements, lead a church or 

even lead a ministry within our church to serve Jesus.  It’s remarkably accessible to serve Jesus. In the 

Beatitudes, near the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in Matthew, in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says, “Blessed 

are the merciful for they will be shown mercy.” Here at the end of Jesus’ public ministry we see the same principle 

at work. Those who show mercy to the poor, the needy and the lonely will be shown mercy in return! [Bruner, p. 

572] 

Now, that’s the encouraging part of the passage. There’s a warning, scary part to the passage as well- the 

goats.  The goats didn’t serve little people. They didn’t serve the marginalized or meet their needs.  They didn’t 

befriend the outcast.  As one scholar points out, though, they may have been people who did “Big” things for 

God.  They may have had big ministries.  They may have been very religious. They may have served in 

churches or the Temple.  They may have done things we consider impressive.  The goats say to Jesus, “When 

did we see you hungry, thirsty, naked, sick or in prison?”  The implication is that if they had seen Jesus in these 

situations they would have helped him!  But because they didn’t see Jesus, they didn’t do anything.   They may 

have served big: big God, big people and in a big way.  And Jesus knew about this service, but it didn’t matter to 

him because they were not willing to serve little people in little ways. [Bruner, p. 581]  Like our examples at the 

beginning, the test is how you will treat unattractive or seemingly insignificant people. 

In Matthew 7:17-23 Jesus says that you can judge a prophet by the fruit they produce. If they produce bad 

fruit, they are a bad prophet.  He concludes with the frightening and sobering pronouncement that “on that day” 

the Day of Judgment, many people will come to him and say, “Lord! Lord” and then list off some pretty 

spectacular things they did in Jesus’ name, like prophesying, casting out demons and even performing miracles, 

but Jesus will say to them, “Depart from me, I never knew you!” 

Consistently, Jesus says that the fruit of our faith needs to be love for unloved people.  This is a 

theme found in the OT prophets and Psalms as well- that God’s test for righteousness is to look after the widows 

and orphans, the most marginalized and at risk people in the land. [Bruner, p. 581] 

Why It Matters 
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So why does all this matter? How does this help us be successful Christians and a successful church?   

Well, it changes our criteria for success.  It means we don’t have to be aiming at big things to be 

successful.  Jesus’ criteria for success are very different than our world’s.  Our world’s criteria for success have 

to do with doing big things for big people in the hopes of becoming a big person yourself.  Jesus’ criteria for 

success are doing small things for small people. 

What is a successful church?  Is it a big church? Is it a church with big ministries? Or a big budget?  Or a 

big name pastor?  No. Not according to Jesus. A successful church is one that encourages and equips its 

people to do small things for insignificant people.  That’s what Jesus is talking about in our passage. When we 

feed, clothe, shelter and befriend insignificant people we are really doing it for him.  Jesus isn’t looking for 

miracles from us, or spectacular works or spectacular gifts even. He is looking for us to look for little people in 

need and to help them the best we can. 

Martin Luther, the great reformer who so thoroughly emphasized the fact that we are saved by grace still 

points to the fact that we are saved by grace for the purpose of doing good works. [Bruner, p. 576]  This text 

shows us what Jesus seeks from us- good works for the poor- and also where to find the power to do such works- 

in Jesus.  It is through the Spirit that our minds are transformed so that we see the poor and know it is Jesus we 

serve when we serve them. It is the Spirit’s work in us that causes us to want to serve the needs of insignificant 

people.  It is those who have been blessed by God, through grace, that serve others in agape love. [Bruner, p. 576]  

When we have experienced God’s mercy, it moves us to faithfully show mercy to others. 

What does this mean, then, when it comes to being a successful Christian?  It means we don’t have to aim 

high. We don’t have to aim for big things.  We don’t have to aim for impressive achievement. We actually have 

to aim low.  We have to aim for marginalized people. We have to be on the lookout for the insignificant people 

God has placed in our lives or on our path.  We need to see them with Christ’s eyes and identify their needs and 

do our best to meet them.  We don’t have to be heroic. We just have to be attentive. 

Let’s give some specific examples.  Do you have kids?  They are certainly included in the “least of 

these” category. When you serve your children, providing for them and caring for them, I think this counts as 

doing something for Jesus, especially if you take that attitude into your parenting with you!   

What about other people’s kids?  Can you do something for them?  There are a surprising number of 

schools in Guelph that have full meal programs for the kids who attend because they kids won’t get food at home.  

Can you help feed a child? 

We heard this morning about Dave and Diane Donaldson and what they’re doing in Kenya.  PACE 

Academy serves children from all walks of life, including a number of poor kids and orphans from other 

countries.  Our church is sponsoring two boys whose parents serve in a slum.  This is helping feed and clothe 

marginalized children! 

 Here’s another example. Think about the people you go to school with or work with. Is there anybody who 

is on the fringe?  Anybody who seems lonely or doesn’t have many or any friends at work or school?  Sit with 

them. Take your breaks with them, or eat your lunch with them. Be a friend to them. 

 Think about your neighbourhood. Do you have any weird neighbours?  Do you have any neighbours that 

people don’t really like or talk to?  Be neighbourly to them.  Stop and talk to them when you see them. Ask their 

names. Find out about them. Be kind to them. 

 This is how easy and accessible agape love is.  But we have to do it.  Love is a verb. We can’t just feel 

warm thoughts for people. We must act. We must actively work for their best interest and well-being. 

 This is what we mean when we speak of being a church that sees broken people becoming whole through 

the love of Christ. It means each of us as individuals not only finding healing ourselves, but being agents of 

healing in the lives of others.  This is what it means to love our neighbours by helping them overcome physical 

and spiritual needs.  It is how we will contribute to the Spirit-filled transformation of Guelph. We don’t have to 

aim for big projects or a big movement. We have to aim for small things done for small people in the big name of 

Jesus. 

 And this is what Jesus is looking for from us. Will we love him in the small people?  Or will we only 

show love to people if they look like Jesus?  Will we only do things for important people or projects that are big 

and get noticed?  If we saw Jesus in need, we’d all help him. But what about his brothers and sisters in need 
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around us?  Will we help them too? 

 This is the test we face. When we come face to face with a person who doesn’t meet our expectations, 

perhaps they’re holding a rose or maybe they’re small and shabby looking, how will we treat them?  Will we let 

the fact that they appear insignificant change how we relate to them?  Or will we love them as if they were Jesus 

himself? Turns out, by loving them we are loving Jesus himself!  That is the true measure of success. That is what 

Jesus is looking for from us. That is how we get to the point where our judge says, “Well done!” 


