In Jesus last verbal lesson in the gospel of Matthew, 


we reach the often heard story of the sheep and the goats.  

This story is different from the ones we previously heard, 


in that it breaks from the parable mode fairly early in the story 



and comes down to proclaiming clearly what Jesus expects.  

We start with our sheep and goats, 


who mingled together regularly 


like the wheat and the tares in earlier in Matthew.  

They looked quite similar to each other, 


the main difference being ones tail hung down 


and the other stood upright.  

But the reason that they were separated almost nightly, 


was that the goats needed to stay in the stable for the night 


and the sheep could stay outside all night, 



due to their thicker coats.  

If they were not separated, 


you ended up with sick or dead goats.

So Jesus uses this illustration of dividing livestock 


to give the disciples an example of what it will be like 



as Jesus gathers the nations.  


They will all be milling around before Jesus 



as he sits on the throne 


and he will have them come forward 



and those who have the identifying marks of the sheep 




will go on his right 



and the goats on the left.  

The right being the preferred position, 


as our slang has carried out today.  



If you are someone's right hand man, 




you are inseparable 




and very important to them.

As we hit verse 34, 


the scenario of sheep and goats can stay or go, 



depending on whether or not your are ready 




for Jesus to be judging humanity in such a way.  

But the sheep and the goats motif


only functions as a metaphor for a verse and a half.  

Jesus is spelling out the future judgement upon the nations.  


The judgement comes down to a very basic need, 



“What you did for the least of these, 




you did for me.”  

Jesus isn't asking for gigantic things, 


these are all basic needs that anyone in this room could fulfill for another person.    



Food and water, 



a roof over someone's head and clothing, 



and visitation with the sick and imprisoned.  

None of these are beyond what I believe all of you could provide right now.  


The person is hungry and thirsty, 



and we just give them something to eat.  


Jesus is not calling us to get them a job 



or bring water from a solid rock.  


We are just sharing what we already have in our possession.  

Jesus says he was a stranger, 


and we invited him in.  


That does not necessarily have to mean for the night.  



Even though room on the couch would count.  


Inviting the person in could mean talking to them 



and sharing a bit about your life.  


If you want to take the previous step up a notch, 



invite someone in for dinner.  

The third step, 


after provision 


and hospitality, 



is visitation.  

Visiting the sick and the imprisoned.  


At this point in Matthew, 



after hearing all that Jesus did for the sick, 




you may expect that it would say,





 “I was sick and you healed me.” 




 But Jesus alone is the great Physician.  


Like we hear in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, 



Jesus is calling us to simply look after someone.  


While still a full calling, 



it is something that we can all do at some level.  

The same can be said of the visiting the prisoner.  


From other stories in the New Testament, 



we would expect the bar to be freeing people from prison, 



releasing the bonds that held them.  


But as we do each Thursday night in our Celebrate Recovery meetings, 



we are just there to support one another 



and encourage one another, 




not fix one another.  


Again, 



that job lies ultimately with the Triune God.

Now, the amazing part of this description is, 


the peoples reaction?  

They are surprised that they did this, 


or did not do this.  

They want to know when this happened, 


because they were not doing it for the purpose of salvation, 


or to please the Lord, 



they were most likely doing it 




because they knew it was what they would want done for them 





if they were in that situation.  



Jesus said something very close to this.  




Something about, “Do unto others”

The same can be said for those who did not make it in.  


They are shocked, 



asking when did they see Jesus like this 




and not react.  


The response is when they saw their neighbor, 


or one of the least of these, 



and did not react.

Which brings up a good question from this text, 


who are the least among us?  

Because I am no different from you.  


I do have people over for dinner, 



but they are usually friends who I like.  


I have them over, 



because I am looking to celebrate an occasion 



or catch up.  

Occasionally, 


we will have people over who are struggling, 



and that is a different kind of dinner.  




It is more listening, 




it is feeling helpless to not be able to change the circumstances, 




it is work.  

I honestly prefer to have my healthy friends over, 


and need to have my healthy friends over 



if I am regularly having those in need in over.

But I still have not clearly defined who the least of these are.  


I won't be able to give you a clear marking, 



because in reality, 




any of us could be the least of these.  





Our jobs could end, 





death strikes those close to us, 





a bad decision lands us in the clink 





or a natural disaster leaves us without a home.  




It does not take much for us to swing from one end to the other.  


And often, 



it is not a dramatic slide, 



it is a slow slide, 




one we tend to keep hidden, 



especially if we are not checking in regularly with one another.  

But if we are going to truly be a church of open doors, 


those doors need to be unlocked on our lives as well, 



not just on this building.  

We need to let others into our life 


and we need to find the time and energy to check in on others lives.  

Which at times can be very frustrating, 


because they don't want to open them to you.  

But if you have been regularly knocking, 


when the doors are knocked off by an event 


and they are open to you coming in, 



you will notice that the door is missing and come in.  

If we are not checking, 


driving the alleys each morning, 



we will miss the changes that have happened.

A thought that I have poked at, 


but not fully addressed, 



is this underlying theme of what seems to be a works righteousness 




appearing for achieving a passing grade on judgement day.  

If this was the only piece of scripture in the New Testament, 


I would say that is a correct conclusion.  

But even within the teaching of Matthew, 


that conclusion is not solid.  

The reason being, 


the only way that we will regularly find ourselves acting this way, 



is by the provision and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  

By first realizing that we have been saved by Jesus 


and to respond to his good work in our life, 



by following him to be his hands and feet in others lives.  


To respond in generous and loving ways consistently 


for an extended duration 



is possible only through Jesus' presence in our life.  

When we are walking and following him, 


it is possible that we will be surprised like the sheep and say,



 “Good shepherd, 




when did we do this? 



We were just following you.”  

Jesus is clear time and again though, 


that our lives will produce fruit.  

The only question is, 


“Good or bad fruit?”  


“Godly or evil fruit?”  


“Righteous or cursed fruit.”  

It all depends on our source, 


or a relationship with our Lord and Savior, 



Jesus Christ.  

As we remember this, 


it also brings this parable into view. 

 As   21st Century American Christians, 


we are the powerful, 


we are fighting to retain our Christendom in America.  

We are nothing like what the first disciples experienced. 


 Remember, 



Jesus told them to take nothing 




but the clothes they were wearing.  



We know that they were rejected, 



imprisoned, 



and prepared to walk into a town 




and walk out if they did not find a hospitable place, 





and leave the eternal fate of that town to God's judgement.  

So we need to hear this final teaching as an encouragement to the disicples 


heading out on this journey.  


Getting ready to take the risks that come with following Jesus.  



That people would welcome them in 



and meet their basic needs, 




so that they can complete the work Jesus gave them 





to preach the good news.  


And that those who did not 



would get their just rewards.  

This story encourages disciples the world over.  


In places where believers are setting out in faith 



and following Jesus, 




to proclaim the good news.   

I pray we would catch such a vision 


and follow in their footsteps 

and be welcoming to all who come to us, 


meeting their needs, 



as we see Jesus present in each one, 


even our enemy.

