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“The Great Judgment”

Before we get to what separates the sheep from the goats in the great judgment, let’s look for a change at the setting.

What will the end of the world be like?  God is revealing something about it to us..Jesus will return to judge us and all the world.  In the Apostles Creed  we say aloud that this what we believe.

“…he sitteth on the right hand of God.  From thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead.”

“Quick” means living, of course.

So, imagine if you will, a great hall of judgment.    It is a mindboggling place.  It is enormous, and all the nations are gathered before the great throne.  Sitting on that throne is Jesus.  But this is not like looking at some earthly judge.  Jesus tells us he will be surrounded by angels.  Not some angels.  All the angels.    And Jesus is sitting upon his throne of glory.

What does that mean, glory?  (doxa)  I am not totally sure, but it means among other things a glowing place of honor.  The word glory can imply wealth and treasure, it can imply moral perfection.  It can mean radiant majesty.  Here it is simply a mind boggling glory of the greatest one who has ever lived, the Son of God whose life was a perfect offering of love – even to death – to his Father God.

This is going to be some scene. 

The nations, all of them – all people – now wait upon the word of the one sitting on the throne, Jesus.

People, who during their lives had no interest whatsoever in what Jesus had to say, now wait anxiously for the pronouncement of judgment.   This may not be good.  

 There is some cause for worry.  The suspense is palpable.

There was a time when Jesus seemed irrelevant to some, to some he didn’t exist at all, and to other there was a halfhearted commitment.  Now Jesus is all that matters.   What he will say from his throne is a matter of life and death – to everyone, whether or not they acknowledged Jesus during their lives.

You and I are standing there.  How do you feel about that?  Though maybe you and I are not standing there.  This passage can be interpreted the judgment of the nations, or Gentiles.
   (Others believe all people will be in the judgment.)

I’d like to focus on who it is sitting on the throne.
Jesus.

Please don’t miss the contrast here.   Every year in Holy Week – on Maundy Thursday and on Good Friday, we recount the drama and horror of what human beings did to Jesus, the Son of God.  They hounded him, took him into custody, made a mockery of justice in a rigged trial, tortured him, then nailed him to a cross.  There is no death worse than the torment and agony of the cross.

But now Jesus is king, and he sits enthroned to judge the quick and the dead.

The past several weeks we have been reading from Matthew 25 about how Jesus is coming back.  First it was the five wise and five foolish virgins being ready for the arrival of the bridegroom, a metaphor for the return of Jesus.  Last week we heard about the wealthy man who went away for a long time entrusting his servants with five talents, two talents and one talent.  After a long time he returned and demanded an accounting.

Now we hear about the judgment, when Jesus finally comes to claim the throne given him by God.

How can you get ready for the judgment?  Study theology?  Attend worship four times a week?  

What is the basis for judgment in this story?

Does the judge ask you to name the books of the Old Testament – in reverse?  To name all the liturgical seasons of the church and their corresponding colors – and to explain the word “epiphany?”  Does he ask to see you checkbook ledger to know how much you have given to the church?

None of the above.  In fact, he asks how you have treated him.

Huh?

Yes, he says to the sheep, the ones who pass muster, “You visited me when I was sick, came to see me in the scary loneliness of prison, covered my cold flesh when I was naked, fed me when my belly cried out for food.  Because, he says, when we do this to the least of the disciples, we are doing it to Jesus.  And to the goats he says the same thing, except they didn’t sacrifice and care for others.

Because it is in those acts of caring we care for Jesus.

Where is Jesus in the world?  Jesus is embodied in the needy.   If you see someone in need, especially a Christian, you are looking into the eyes of Jesus.  And all eternity hinges on that.

The campaign for the 2012 presidential elections is heating up.  I can almost guarantee you one hundred percent that none of this will be mentioned.  We will hear about national defense, foreign policy, domestic issues.  But we will not hear about the most important thing in the world – how Jesus is treated when embodied in the trials of the most stressed and needy people of the world.
The passage from Ezekiel talks about leaders and how God himself will be the shepherd of the sheep – a good shepherd who cares for all the sheep.  God condemns, through Ezekiel, those who drive away the weak sheep, who exclude them and hurt them.
God himself will gather the sheep, say Ezekiel.

The man on the throne in the great judgment is none other than Jesus.  He died brutally and unjustly at the hands of evil people.   As he died that miserable death, the Son of Man said, what?

“God damn my enemies?”  He said what, “I will get even!”

What did he say, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do.”

Did he say things like that?

Jesus comes and judges not on the basis of what was done to him in his earthly life, but what people do to him in as he is embodied in the needy and prisoner and sick and lonely.

Isn’t that just like Jesus – to care more about how others are treated than how he himself is treated?

The Bible warns us that if someone needs us, we should be generous and hospitable,  In the book of Hebrews we read, “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”
As I was wrapping up this sermon, I went on the internet to see how others had treated it.  My favorite sermon title was, “The Horrors of Hell.”  Is it the intent of this passage to frighten us into faith and faithful service?

The Bible says, “The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom.”  That fear is not a terror.  It does not mean to be frightened by God, though God’s righteousness can be frightening.  The “fear of God” means awe and reverence.  We can think of the fear of God as utter amazement at the power and breadth of God’s love.  

We do not need to be afraid of God, nor do we need to fear evil.  “Yes though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil.   For thou art with me…..For thou art with me.  Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”

If we are afraid of anything, let us be afraid of letting Jesus down.  Let us be afraid of not caring for someone in need, knowing that Jesus is embodied in the suffering form of that person.

Let us be ready to stand before the throne of God, having God’s grace and forgiveness, - the things that enable us to stand before his pure goodness.  The ONLY things that enable us to stand there.  But also standing there having made an offering of ourselves through the church to care for others, giving of ourselves in love, as Jesus gave himself for us, that we might live, and be forever with him,
Fred D. Mueller

Ezekiel 34:11-24

11For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 13I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land; and I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the watercourses, and in all the inhabited parts of the land. 14I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God. 16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice. 

17As for you, my flock, thus says the Lord God: I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams and goats: 18Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture, but you must tread down with your feet the rest of your pasture? When you drink of clear water, must you foul the rest with your feet? 19And must my sheep eat what you have trodden with your feet, and drink what you have fouled with your feet? 20Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21Because you pushed with flank and shoulder, and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered them far and wide, 22I will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged; and I will judge between sheep and sheep. 23I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. 24And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince among them; I, the Lord, have spoken. 

 

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.” 

 

The Sentences  (Psalm 100)
 

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. 

Worship the Lord with gladness; come into his presence with singing. 
Know that the Lord is God. It is he that made us, and we are his; 

We are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. 
Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise. Give thanks to him, bless his name. 

For the Lord is good; his steadfast love endures forever, and his faithfulness to all generations.
 

 

 

� The Greek is ethne.  It is reasonable to interpret this as other than the church.  Ethne would normally mean Gentiles, no Jews, but in Matthew’s context can be expanded to include Gentile Christians.


� On this Karl Barth believes the community of the faithful are called to account for how we treat the “least of these”!  bk III
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