
Matthew 25v31-46 Don’t be a goat 

What does living ready for Jesus to come back look like?  We saw last week that it transforms 
everything we do – we’re to invest the resources God gives us in light of our responsibility to build 
his kingdom. 

Now Jesus changes the focus of his teaching slightly.  The sheep and the goats isn’t so much a 
parable as an extended illustration.  It’s a passage that’s caused confusion – is it saying we work 
our way to eternal life?  Where is grace and faith in this passage?  Is it setting out social action 
expectations for the church?  The church must engage in these things – visiting the sick, feeding 
the poor, and so on?  Is the application that we better open a food bank, set up a visiting the sick 
rota and so on? 

Let’s work our way through the passage and see three things that’ll help us know how to live ready 
for Jesus and hopefully clear away some of the questions. 

Everybody will stand before Jesus’ judgment seat 
(31)Jesus is coming back, not as a baby hidden away in a backwater town but in a blaze of glory 
to rule in splendour.  And all nations(32), everyone who’s alive and everyone who’s ever lived, of 
every faith and belief and tribe and tongue and nation will assemble before him.  That’s the way 
the world ends, for all the speculation and Hollywood blockbusters and end of the world novels the 
reality is the world ends, the human-race as it is now ends, when Jesus comes again. 

And Jesus uses the image of a mixed flock of sheep and goats as a picture of what it’ll be like.  
Such mixed flocks were common and the shepherd at some point would separate sheep and 
goats.  That’s the picture Jesus gives of what it’ll be like when he returns.  All humanity will be 
gathered together, but they’re not one group, but two groups.  There are sheep mixed in with 
goats and Jesus will separate them. 

The sheep are put on his right, the place of blessing and favour, and the goats on his left.  But 
why?  We wonder, what’s the difference?   

We also see there are two very different destinations for those two groups.  (34)The king invites 
those on his right to join him because they’re blessed by God, and take their eternal inheritance 
that’s been prepared for them since the creation of the world.  By contrast (41)the king sends 
those on his left into exile far from him, they’re cursed, cut off from God, and banished to the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 

Why?  What’s the difference?  How can I be on his righthand side?  How can I escape hell?  How 
can I enjoy eternal life? 

But for now get the big idea.  History is headed inexorably to this moment.  Everyone will stand 
before Jesus – just think about who that everyone means.  Think about those you love; friends, 
family, neighbours, work colleagues.  God created the whole cosmos for this moment when 
everything is put under Jesus’ authority.  And Jesus graciously warns his disciples that when he 
comes again he’ll judge and separate people and send them to their eternal destiny.  There’s no 
invitation to think about Jesus again when standing before his throne, the decision has already 
been made. 

Right at the start this morning do you believe this?  And what difference does it make to you?  If 
it’s true where would you be and why?  And what will you do about it?  What difference will this 
coming reality make to how you live? 

But what divides the two groups?  How do I make sure I’m on the right not the left?  The danger is 
we read it and assume it’s about what you do rather than what you believe.  One group did lots of 
religious stuff, lots of social action, the other didn’t so that’s how you get eternal life.  It’s about 



doing nice things, being good, helping others.  That’s our default mode.  We think about those we 
love and their eternity and think but they are good people, but they’re so nice. 

But that’s to miss the point Jesus is making.  Let’s see what really divides. 

Love for Jesus causes compassion that stoops to serve as we’ve 
been served 
(34)When the King addresses those on his right what does he say to them?  Why are they 
welcomed and rewarded?  “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 ill and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came 
to visit me.” 

These are people who love Jesus and will do anything for Jesus.  But (37-38)they reply “Lord, 
when did we see you…”  And they’re right.  It wasn’t Jesus they fed it was Bob, it wasn’t Jesus 
they gave water to it was Samira, it wasn’t Jesus they gave clothes to it was Tendai and so on. 

(40)The king makes a staggering statement “Truly, I tell you, whatever you did for one of the 
least of these brothers and sisters of mine you did for me.”  Don’t rush past what Jesus is 
saying.  Jesus identifies so closely with his people that serving them is serving him.  Loving our 
brothers and sisters is loving Jesus.  Those two are so closely bound together, so closely intwined 
that they can’t be separated. 

Jesus has already taught that the greatest commands, the two that sum up the whole law are to 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and to love your neighbour as 
yourself(22v34-40).  And those tow commands are inseparable, you can’t do one without doing 
the other. 

In John’s gospel Jesus shows his love by stooping, taking the role of a servant and washing the 
disciples feet because he loves them and he calls them to do likewise.  Then goes on to command 
them to love one another as he has loved them.  In fact, he says that’s the defining mark of his 
disciples – the world knows we’re Jesus followers because of how we love one another.  And at 
the end of John when Jesus restores Peter and asks Peter if he loves him how does Jesus call 
Peter to show that love?  “Feed my sheep”.  Love for Jesus will be seen in Peter practically 
teaching and pastoring God’s people. 

There’s an unbreakable connection between loving Jesus and loving his people.  We show we 
love Jesus by loving our brothers and sisters in Christ.  You can’t love Jesus without actively 
loving God’s people.  Or at the very least a lack of love for God’s people casts severe doubt on 
your claims to love Jesus. 

That’s why those on Jesus right do what they do.  They love Jesus – the love they’ve experienced 
from Jesus at salvation compels them to love other disciples, it compels them to stoop and serve 
the needy and the vulnerable.  Not in a mercenary way – I’m doing this to get a reward, or I’m 
doing this so you return the favour.  But in an instinctive becoming more like Jesus way that they 
don’t even notice happening.  They are just lovers of people. 

That’s how the gospel transforms us – it makes us godly – like God who is full of compassion that 
he stoops to save again and again, that he cares for and provides for the needy again and again.  
Like Jesus who loved us to the cross and through death to resurrection and so we respond with 
love which we show to those in front of us because that’s how the gospel rewires us.  Jesus loves 
calls forth from us love for him that we show in loving those who are his.  The gospel so 
transforms us that it changes why we do what we do. 



Love that stretches to love those in our church the world won’t love – the vulnerable, the needy, 
the weak, the wounded, the suffering, the sick, those in prison for their faith.  Not done for reward 
but done instinctively because the gospel of Jesus has rewired our thinking and our hearts and fills 
us with compassion. 

Primarily this happens in the church – it’s to these brothers and sisters of mine.  That’s why the 
person who claims to love Jesus but isn’t in a church to evidence love of Jesus is in danger – how 
can they be sure they are truly saved?  And this love won’t be limited to the church and go no 
further, Jesus’ compassion spread and so will ours. 

It’s a huge encouragement to see lots of this practical service of those in need taking place among 
us.  Love for Jesus show n in love for his people.  People giving lifts, people practically caring by 
visiting the lonely, or phoning them to provide support.  People providing practical help and 
support when needed for families struggling.  People encouraging and challenging one another’s 
faith, seeking those wandering.  It’s evidence of the gospel at work – loving Jesus by loving our 
church family.  The gospel rewiring our hearts and compelling compassion. 

Maybe you’re not sure if that’s you, ask someone in your church family, what they see, do they 
see you growing in love because just like the righteous we can miss what we’re doing for Jesus 
because it is becoming natural to us. 

That’s the mark of a sheep.  That’s evidence of genuine faith in Jesus and a secure eternal future. 

Failing to see love for Jesus as love for others 
When the king turns to those on his left the reasons he gives for their exile into eternal judgement 
is the negative image of the commendation of those on his right. 

They had exactly the same opportunity as the others, (42-43)they saw the needy, the hungry, the 
thirsty, the stranger, the sick and imprisoned, but they didn’t act, they gave nothing.  They’re 
confused – they didn’t see Jesus they just saw Fred, and Sheila, and Tamar.  If they’d seen Jesus 
they’d have acted.  But they didn’t see the world with gospel renewed eyes. 

Do you see their problem?  Their actions reveal their hearts.  They have no compassion.  The love 
of Jesus hasn’t transformed them so that they see others and stoop and serve.  They would have 
helped someone impressive, they would have served up, they would have done things to earn 
reward, but they operate on purely worldly terms because the gospel hasn’t transformed them and 
so they face eternal separation. 

Their lack of love is evidence that they have never really understood Jesus love.  They 
disassociate love for Jesus from love for people.  They doubted and disobeyed God’s command to 
love their neighbour as themselves. 

For those among them who’d claim to be disciples it was a shrivelled husk of personal discipleship 
that was about me and Jesus and no one else.  It was about comfort and ease not loving stooping 
service compelled by an amazement at how Jesus has loved us.  It was passive, they don’t 
actively sin but they sin by omission.  And calling Jesus lord isn’t enough, Jesus has warned about 
that again and a again. 

Do you see the danger?  It’s possible to delude ourselves into thinking we’ll be welcomed into 
God’s kingdom two ways.  Firstly, by an activism that does good things without ever coming to 
Jesus for salvation and so all our actions are done to earn reward not because we love him or 
have experienced his saving love.  But our actions can never wipe away our sin.   

Secondly, by a dead faith that’s discipleship in name only.  We can call Jesus Lord, say we’re 
saved, but if there’s no evidence of love for Jesus in love for others there’s no evidence of saving 
faith. 



We’re saved by faith alone, but faith in Jesus alone compels us to love others.  The gospel rewires 
our hearts, it breathes compassion into hearts of stone, and compels us to move to love brothers 
and sisters in need.  That is what the gospel at work in us does.  If it isn’t doing that something is 
wrong! 

Maybe this morning you need to weigh up your heart.  To come and repent, to ask Jesus to save 
you and change you.  Maybe you need to come and confess that you’ve drifted into a passivity, 
that whilst you’d say you love him there’s no evidence of that, and ask him to open your eyes 
again to his love. 

There’s opportunity to see his love in a moment as we break bread and drink wine.  As we 
remember his love as he stoops to save the unlovely, to give life to the spiritually dead. 

And gloriously there is encouragement here.  For those who love Jesus.  Who have experienced 
his love, and are being transformed by grace, increasingly filled with a Spirit fuelled compassion 
there is the promise of welcome, an inheritance, and a place in Jesus’ kingdom, home at last.   


