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Text:  Matthew 25:31-46 

 

You know the story – the Son of Man [Jesus] comes in his glory and all the nations are 
gathered before him and the people get separated sheep on the right and goats on the left.  
And to those on the right he says: 

Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the 
kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  For I was hungry and you 
gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and 
you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ (34-36) 

And, of course, the righteous ask, Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty, or a 
stranger, or in need, and the King replies … 

Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of 
mine, you did for me. (40) 

So on the right we have the sheep, those who are blessed, and on the left the goats, the 
cursed ones.  The goats are the ones who haven’t fed the hungry or given a drink to the 
thirsty and so on.  I don’t know about you but it is at this point that I become distinctly 
nervous as I remember the times I’ve walked past the person begging in London or the 
times I have not been welcoming to the stranger or given to the person in need, wondering 
if those are the times that I’ve turned my back on Jesus. 

You see, if the law I must keep in order to be righteous is one of perfect charity and 
hospitality and selflessness then I am in big trouble; trouble with a capital T.  You might be 
OK, but not me.  Of course, I could try and do better in the hope that somehow I might do 
enough to earn the king’s favour.  Not that I actually know what ‘enough’ is – is it once?  If 
once in my life I feed one stranger then I’m in, I’m OK.  Or am I aiming for a 50% target?  Or 
is nothing less than 100% good enough? 

That’s how some people (both outside and inside the church) see the Christian faith - God 
has set these targets about what is ‘good enough’ and it is our job to hit those targets so 
that we can earn God’s favour and to deserve our place in his kingdom. 

But when you begin to look at this story in a bit more detail, you begin to notice some very 
interesting things.  Firstly, you notice that the ones in the story who fed the hungry and 
clothed the poor and welcomed the stranger did not do these things in order to inherit the 
kingdom … they were totally surprised when Jesus told them that all along they had been 
ministering to him - “Did we really?” you can hear them say “… Sorry, we didn’t know … we 
didn’t recognise you!” 

Then there is verse 34, where the king says to the sheep: 

Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom 
prepared for you since the creation of the world. 



It’s that first bit that fascinates me … “come, you who are blessed by my Father.”  The 
question I have is this – which came first the blessing or the acts of compassion?  In other 
words, were the ‘sheep’ blessed because they acted compassionately to those in need, or 
did they act compassionately because they were blessed?   

Well let’s stick with the second option.  These so-called sheep have been blessed – they 
have experienced the goodness of God, they have experienced grace.  They didn’t deserve 
it, they didn’t earn it, they don’t even understand it, but Jesus has come into their life and in 
Jesus they have experienced the love of God and have come to recognise and to know that 
they are beloved of God, part of his family.  And out of that place of blessing they quite 
naturally served the neighbour.  Because they had experienced the blessing they fed the 
hungry and gave the thirsty something to drink and welcomed the stranger and clothed the 
naked and visited the sick and visited the prisoner, not realising that all the time they were 
serving Christ. 

Nick Lear, is one of the Baptist Regional Ministers for the East of England and he writes a 
blog, and every time he posts his thoughts, he ends with the words 

Be blessed, be a blessing 

And it seems to me that this is how things work in God’s kingdom - he blesses us and we 
share or distribute the blessing as it were  … You my friends, my brothers and sisters in the 
Lord, are truly blessed by God.  You are God’s beloved, God’s friends, but to live as those 
blessed by God is to know that Christ is King and his law is love. To live as those whom God 
loves is to serve the other in that same love so that we might bless them. 

Now that is a pretty long introduction to a sermon, but I thought it important to set the 
context for this year’s motto text.  But first, a confession, I have really struggled to choose 
this year’s motto text – in fact I had a shortlist of at least four different verses from different 
passages all of which captured something of what I wanted to share, but none of which did 
the job completely.  What this means is that it is going to take me more than one sermon to 
unpack what’s on my heart and during the next few weeks we’ll be exploring some of these 
other passages.  But the main text that I have chosen is from verse 40: 

Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of 
mine, you did for me. (40) 

As usual we’ve produced a card showing the motto text and the card includes an image of a 
glass of water being poured – it’s symbolic of all the acts of service that Jesus specifically 
mentions in this passage – feeding the hungry, giving a drink to the thirsty, showing 
hospitality to the stranger, clothing the naked and looking after the sick. 

To give someone a cup of water … It’s such a simple thing, an ordinary, everyday act of 
caring.  We often imagine discipleship as requiring huge sacrifice or entailing great feats and 
sometimes that is exactly what discipleship comes to.  But here Jesus’ summarises it in 
terms of giving a cup of cold water to one in need … or offering a hug to someone who is 
grieving … or a listening ear to someone in need of a friend … or going to visit a housebound 
neighbour … or offering a lift to someone without a car … or donating to our local foodbank. 

As Christians we are not called to save the world (Jesus has promised to do that), instead 
the life of faith is composed of a thousand small, seemingly insignificant acts of service and 
compassion.  I say ‘seemingly insignificant’ because in reality these things are not 



insignificant because every act of compassion done in faith and love is not only done for 
Jesus but also in some mysterious way is caught up with and used in God’s on-going care 
and re-creation of the world.  As Desmond Tuto put it:  

Do your little bit of good where you are; it is those little bits of good put all together 
that overwhelm the world. 

This is all very practical stuff.  Too often as Christians we put mission in a box – mission is 
something that the minister does, or that we call missionaries to do, or it is something that 
happens through special events – but mission is all about the way in which we serve Jesus 
Christ 24 hours a day, seven days.  It is about the way we live at home, at work, at school, 
down the pub, and so on.  It takes place amongst ordinary people in ordinary places. 

The primary place where we practice and live out of faith is not in church, but in the world.  
We live out our faith as we are present to people, being with them, sharing their lives, their 
joys and their sorrows.  We live out our faith by investing in relationships with those whom 
God has brought into our lives.  We live out our faith by asking God to bless our 
relationships, to give us compassion for those who brings into our lives, to show us when to 
give a glass of water, to help us to look up from our needs and our agendas to see others. 

I guess that many of us, me included, have inherited a model of mission that involves people 
coming to us, we hold activities, special events and we invite people to attend.  But I find 
myself increasingly convinced that what Jesus wants of us is first and foremost to simply a 
ministry of presence and involvement in the lives of our neighbours - at work, at home, 
down the pub or the gym or the school gate or the coffee shop, whoever they might be.  It’s 
not so much about getting people into church, but going out into the world to be with them 
and to recognise that God wants to bless them, and that we, we who have been blessed so 
richly, might be the means by which God does that. 

And so may our acts of service, of kindness and of compassion echo across the ages, and 
may God use them in the coming of his eternal Kingdom.  Thanks be to God. 

 

 


