
 

 

Judgement 
 
At Christmas we will celebrate His first coming but we prepare for that by preparing for His 
second coming as king and judge. Christ is coming again, and coming as judge. Advent 
faces us not just with death but with judgement. And if we’re judged, then there is a verdict 
and consequences. If we dismiss the idea of judgement after death by a righteous judge, 
we remove all accountability for how we live our lives. We open the door to the cruelty and 
depravity that the Stalins, and Pol Pots, the Jimmy Savilles and the human traffickers of 
this world perpetuate. Put bluntly, if actions do not have eternal consequences and I have 
power to abuse you without fear of reprisal, what is to stop me? 
 
However I do believe actions have consequences in the Kingdom of God . Jesus guides 
us in the passage we’ve heard and read today. Let’s start with the encouraging promise 
from Jesus there: 
 
‘I tell you the truth whatever you did to one of the least of the least of these brothers and 
sisters of mine you did to me.’ Mat 25:45 

What is meant by ‘brothers and sisters of mine’.? There are two most widely accepted 
interpretations of Jesus’s judgement described in Matthew’s  ‘The Sheep and the Goats’ 
(so I’ve read). They have to do with the End Times . I’m not going there today.The first 
says brothers and sisters of mine’.means the Jewish people and judgement will occur at 
the beginning of an earthly millennial kingdom. The second that it means God’s people 
and judgment occurs at the end of the age. I’m taking the second one and understanding 
God’s people as everyone- in the first book of the Bible - Genesis - it says God created 
human beings in his image. So it boils down to how you treat certain people - ‘the least of 
these’ - but we’ll come to that. 
 
Sheeps and Goats 

At the Baptism service last Sunday Ian talked about the life with Christ, eternal life, not just 
being about what happens to you when you die -  but about living a new, full life, now 
through the power of the Holy Spirit. That’s how I think the ‘Sheep and the Goats’ speaks 
most powerfully and practically into our lives. 
 

Imagine Jesus on judgment day separating people, like a shepherd parting sheep from goats. I find 
this illustration very disturbing for two reasons: judgment and the emphasis on good works. Jesus’ 
words make me feel uncomfortable and cause me to ask, “So what am I Lord?” Am I a sheep or a 
goat? 

I enjoy walking in the Peak District and this summer I saw some lovely looking small goats. There 
are apparently over 300 breeds of goats but I think they might have been  Nigerian Dwarf goats. So 
to me, in a way, it does seem tough that in our Bible passage today, it’s the goats that take the fall 
rather than the sheep. 

Some questions come to mind. Why are sheep and goats separated? Why are sheep better than 
goats? Why does one earn reward and the the other earn punishment? How do I make sure I’m not a 
goat? What if I’m already a goat, and I don’t know it?The analogy continues to describe the works 
of the sheep versus those of the goats, but why? What inward difference produces such different 
outcomes? 
 



 

 

In the UK sheep and goats are easily distinguishable, due to specialisation through breeding. Sheep 
are fluffy and wooly; goats are not.However, throughout history, and still in parts of Asia and 
Africa, sheep and goats are almost identical, and no one but the shepherd can tell the difference. So 
the application here for the parable would be that outward conformity (being part of the herd) isn’t 
all that’s required of us. There is something that only our Shepherd can see in us, and that unseen 
thing tells God whether we are sheep or goats. It determines whether God sorts us to the left or to 
the right. 
 
Sheep have always been dependant on their shepherd and defenceless. Goats, on the other hand, 
have a reputation for being independent, opinionated and curious at best - or vulgar, dangerous and 
destructive at worst. Here are some fun quotes from a livestock forum: “ If you leave goats in with 
your horse, they may chew off his tail.” “My dad has described goats as Jack Russells with hooves.” 
Shepherds protect sheep from their environment, whereas goatherds protect the environment from 
their goats. So for us to be God’s sheep, we must depend on Him to defend us. If we push, take, 
destroy and bully, we are goats. 
 
So the central difference between sheep and goats - is really simple. It’s an idea that we can come 
back to when we need to stay on track: a sheep is led by its shepherd. A goatherd is led by his goat. 
 

Back to the judgement 

Look again at the passage in Matthew 25.  I’ve asked “Am I a sheep or a goat?” And here comes the 
discouraging statement from Jesus: his response doesn’t help; in fact, it makes me feel worse.  

“Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of 
mine, you did not do for me.”  

That’s a tough response so I ask him humbly, Lord when did I see you hungry or thirsty or a 
stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison and did not help you? But his response continues to 
disturb me: “Whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.”  

Doing things 

I think to myself how often have I really assisted someone in need? I remember when I lived in 
London and volunteered for a while with Camden Council. Together with a bunch of enthusiastic 
youngsters we wallpapered an old lady’s sitting room one afternoon. She rang the council the 
following week to complain it had all fallen down! More effectively my cousin and I supported a 
fellow rambler back home to Hartington in the Peak District on Wednesday during a very muddy 
and treacherous walk. He’d developed a very lop-sided gait. My cousin said it was the weight of his 
wallet in his pocket! On Thursday I spent an hour ,chatting to a 92 year old man who regularly goes 
to a Church of England. It had started with a common need ; we both needed our ears syringing;  
and led to him sharing his faith journey after bringing up a Down’s Syndrome daughter and losing 
his son tragically aged 43. I do believe we are trying to copy Jesus (or be his disciple) in these 
simple everyday acts of love and in a marvellous way - sometimes God’s light shines into 
everybody’s lives. 

Giving money 

What about my family? I expect many of us have faced heart breaking decisions about how to 
responsibly help certain members of our family. Some of the least in families are the least capable 



 

 

at budgeting and money flows through their hands like water. Money - what about my giving?  If I 
can give to support an organisation that is better able to help this or that need then I should. How 
much do I give to Wade Street and how?( I’m not telling you!)But standing orders are much better 
for treasurers who need to make budgets like Alan Weaver than one- off gifts. Do I give to this or 
that mission, charity or community project?  

Shopping at some of the supermarkets you can earn counters to pop into those transparent 
containers -  blue ones at Tesco and Green ones at Waitrose. (You can tell where I shop). A good 
system that benefits local charities. The few seconds I spend deciding which charity to support , 
maybe comparing the heaps, is a lot easier than making my own donation decisions- not merely 
thinking about them but doing something.  Those of us on fixed incomes or pensions find it hard to 
dig deeper. With Christmas coming those appeals are popping through the letterboxes never mind 
those black Friday sales with their enticing ‘not to be repeated’ discounts! 

 

Guidance 

 Does God does guide us through his word the Bible? Yes - many times. Oddly I found  some 
verses in one of John’s letters about love ,of course, but also acts.It  says : ‘We know what real love 
is because Jesus gave up his life for us. …If someone has enough money to live well and sees a 
brother or sister in need but shows no compassion - how can God’s love be in that person? ..Let’s 
not merely say we love each other, let us show the truth by our actions.’ (1 John 3:16-18) 

Salvation  

But is Jesus really suggesting I could earn my way into heaven and balance my bad deeds with my 
good deeds? If so, then I find myself on scales that swing in an undesirable direction. However the 
Bible teaches that no-one can cancel their sins through their good deeds. I can’t earn my way to 
heaven. This is one of the great distinctive differences between our faith and others. Instead I’m 
comforted that I can only be judged by my faith in him. 

For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made 
right with God through Christ. (2 Cor:21) 

Faith that works 

However, if all I had was this passage from Matthew 25 (and perhaps the book of James) then this 
parable is not about separating faith from works but about creating faith that works. And for 
the least of these! So ‘How do you create Faith that works for the least of these’? 

Let’s take the second part of this statement first. Who are the ‘least of these’?Where do we find 
them? What are the circumstances?  How do we recognise them? 

Well, if you read the NT, when Jesus was back in Jerusalem after his 40 days in the desert, he gave 
a sort of mission statement in the local synagogue. He quoted from Isaiah (in the OT )showing 
God’s heart for the widows and the orphans, the hungry and the poor. 



 

 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, for he has anointed me to bring Good News to the poor. He has 
sent me to proclaim that captives will be released, that the blind will see, that the oppressed will be 
set free, and the time of the Lord’s favour has come. (Luke 4:18,19) 

Who are ‘The least of these’? Eugene Peterson in The Message has a telling shorthand for ‘the 
least’: ‘overlooked and ignored’ ; which actually criticises ‘the most of us’. The least of the brothers 
and sisters of Jesus are those persons who are vulnerable. More comprehensively they are the 
socially, psychologically or economically disadvantaged, such as the sick, the poor, the mentally 
and physically disabled. (You can tell a dictionary definition can’t you!). Jesus cares about the 
needs of the poor. In fact, he identifies with their needs, for he himself was poor and, during his 
three years of public ministry, homeless (cf. Matthew 8:20). Like Jesus, we, his followers should be 
concerned about the needs of the poor or underprivileged.  
 

S.Sudan 

Our ‘Dr John’ who treated the baptism water last Sunday, some years ago met a worried looking 
delegate from Sudan at a conference in the UK. This man who looked older than John was amazed 
to find how much older John was than him - I think John was in his (80’s then) no 60’s!The 
Sudanese man was 49 and the life expectancy in his country then was 50. No wonder he was 
worried! 

Bring it up to date . Modi, a boy,  in the video we watched, was tied to a tree for his own safety 
!Why? Because of what happened before. The family were on the run (in South Sudan) and the 
mother had left him to search for food, but he had learning difficulties and wandered off; his mother 
had spent three days looking for him!   

What do you know about the country of South Sudan? Operation World says : “South Sudan is the 
world’s newest country.The nation was born in a great spirit of unity, happiness, and hope. It is also 
one of the world’s poorest nations. Only 27% of the people ( and only 8% of women) can read and 
write. The country has more land than Spain and Portugal combined, but only 62 miles of paved 
roads. Rates for the number of mothers who die in childbirth, for infant mortality, and for 
immunisation against disease are the worst in the world.”  

‘Faith that works for the least of these’ 

 I’ve talked about ‘the least of these’ but how how does faith work for the least of these? Gareth 
Wylde, a Baptist minister visiting S.Sudan for the first time went to a minister’s  conference:  
pastors were introducing Jesus through solid Bible teaching. Then suddenly, one year later, these 
pastors had become refugees themselves.  

During Gareth’s second visit he watched their ministry take on a fresh dimension as they expressed 
their faith with practical love for the most vulnerable. He says: “They were now contributing to the 
safer pregnancies of mums using blood pressure monitors donated by BMS World Mission; 
providing food for the hungry, shelter and sustainable crops for the internally displaced with a BMS 
agriculture fund from Uganda; giving out and repairing wheelchairs for those with disability and 
mobility issues.” The pastors weren’t doing it to provide incentives to proselytise - to convert 
people from one religious faith to another. They weren’t making “rice Christians”. (Those who 
believe because of what they get.) Their training gave them an exciting vision of new leading from 
the Holy Spirit but they had to struggle to realise it as the Israelites did in the wilderness. Their 



 

 

actions were a proving ground for their faithfulness. This was holistic mission and making their 
faith work!  

BMS  

BMS (Baptist Missionary Society) World Mission ( remember the blood monitors), aims to bring 
Christ’s transforming love to the world’s most marginalised people and least evangelised 
communities, with a special focus on fragile states and desperate, often dangerous, contexts. 
Donations for South Sudan will be used for the most vulnerable families to provide them with 
seeds, tools and training to grow three harvests a year. There is a BMS box available in church ,here 
at the front ,for your donations for the next couple of weeks or you can go to their website online. 

How does Faith work for the least of these? 

Romania:  

The ‘least of these’ may not be people surviving a conflict but those just trying to survive in a 
country with no benefits system like the UK and harsher winters too. The people making their faith 
work may not be ministers or pastors but ordinary believers with perhaps in some cases training and 
hard experience . The Saturday before last  I heard first hand experiences from some of the Mission 
to Romania team in the Lichfield Room. 10 of them had been on a mission there in October to 
Ploiesti.(pronounce!) The least included a toddler scrabbling in the dirt for fallen berries from a tree 
in in a gypsy camp- called incongruously Dallas. A 10 year old girl, in a young offenders centre 
,kissing her hand repeatedly,in which she held a small photo of her parents -who hadn’t visited. 
Disabled children with huge smiles on their faces loving the guitar playing of David & Jon King. 
An 18 year old boy hugging a teddy bear given to him from a previous visit years before by Lynda 
and David West-Mullen. Tracy Buckby was amazed at the huge welcome given to them at the 
orphanages. Love being brought to the unloved that surprisingly enriches the loved who make those 
sacrifices. In the Bible: the disciples grief turns to joy as Jesus rose from the dead and showed 
himself in their midst. In the same way, the Kingdom of God breaks through into lives and 
situations as the bright rays of the sun pierce the gloomy clouds. Loads of sorrow are replaced by 
tons of joy.  

Now’s a good time to repeat the whole of Jesus’ encouraging promise: 

‘I tell you the truth whatever you did to one of the least of the least of these brothers and sisters of 
mine you did to me.’  

These are two way Transactions of love.  The ‘giver’ receives as much as the ‘receiver’. ‘The least 
of these’ are everywhere. These sorts of transactions - I mean ‘Faith that works for the least of 
these’ go on in the UK of course. Lichfield Causeway Group ( a Christian group for adults with 
learning difficulties ) and Late Night Listeners are just two local examples here in Lichfield. But I 
wanted to highlight today two countries overseas where perhaps the degree of need is different due 
to conflict and lack of wealth.  A disease or condition that can be treated by the  NHS here becomes 
life threatening in a poor country. And to say that God cares about the whole world and that you can 
take part in that transaction of love by praying, by emailing people, by attending meetings, by 
giving, by talking to goers- (those who have gone from our church) and so on even if you yourself 
can’t go to this or that country. 



 

 

So now you know these things, how are you feeling? Are you more of a sheep than a goat? If you’re 
like me, some days you feel  a little more goatish than others. So is that it? Are we doomed? 
 
What I see from all these concepts, and what I think the analogy is meant to convey ( when you 
know at least something about sheep ) is that it’s something we can change right now! I can choose 
- and you can choose - to be led. We can learn to recognise our Shepherd’s voice and trust it. 
 
Here are three things  you can do to help. 
 
1 Get into God’s word every day. 
Whether it’s a reading plan, a verse-of-the-day app, or listening to gospel music in the car or while 
you run, make God’s word a part of your routine. Even if you just flip open your Bible before bed 
and read for five minutes, do something, and do it everyday. Start small and then let it grow! The 
more familiar you make yourself with the voice of your Shepherd, the more easily you can 
recognise it. His words are living and active …they judge the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. ( 
Hebrews 4:12,13) 
 
2 Take time to pray 
Pray about little things, big things, silly things. Prayers don’t have to be long or formal. When you 
see something beautiful, say, “Thank you,God!” When you’re moved to tears or giggles, just tell 
Him about it. When you don’t understand something, just let him know. Develop trust in your 
Shepherd by sharing your fears, your hopes and your needs with Him. 
 
3 Take time for quiet. 
 
Take time to listen. When life gets chaotic and confusing, and you don’t know which path to take, 
pause and listen. What scriptures come to mind? Has God helped you with something similar in the 
past? Ask God to inspire you with his Holy Spirit. In my experience, if you ask, He always will! 
The more you pray and saturate your mind with God’s words , the more you will be able to 
recognise His voice above the voice of the crowd. 
 
Make the choice. Take the steps to be a sheep and not a goat. Amen 


