I Just Want To Be A Sheep!
Matthew 25:31-46

August 7, 2011

Prayer

Introduction

At the beginning of the summer, Pastor Bob started a series on the Parables of Jesus.  For the last three weeks, Jo-Ann Matiachuk did a series on Abraham, Sarah and Hagar from the book of Genesis.  Since Bob is back next week, I thought I would keep it simple and continue Bob’s series on the parables.  Remember, that a parable is a story with an eternal purpose.

This morning, I want to focus on the parable of the sheep and the goats.  Basically, this parable tells us that come the judgment day, Jesus will determine who goes to heaven and who goes to hell.  That will be based on how you treated the people around you.  

I want to do three things this morning – I want to look at Jesus criteria for entering the Kingdom of Heaven; I want to look at who are the ‘least of these’; and I want us to consider what this means for us.

1. This is Jesus’ Clearest Teaching on Entering the Kingdom of Heaven
This parable is the clearest teaching in the entire Bible on what is required to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  It is a common question.  Anyone with any interest in spiritual matters wants to know what he must do to get into heaven.  This is what all the religions of the world are attempting to answer.
Jesus, in this parable, says that entrance to heaven will be based on how you treated the people around you.

Not only is this the clearest teaching from Jesus about entering the Kingdom of Heaven, it is the last of his teaching.  After this, is the beginning of Jesus’ journey to the cross.  So this gives us some idea of how important this teaching is.
When we look at Jesus’ criteria, there is nothing about popularity or fame or riches or knowledge.  As Christians, we know that these things are not important.  But what is surprising is there is nothing on confession of faith in Christ / nothing about forgiveness of sins / nothing about baptism / nothing about having good theology.  These things are important for living the Christian life, but evidently, are not important for entering the Kingdom of Heaven.

2. Who Are the Least of These?

To understand this teaching of who is the least of these, I want to look at another passage.  Mark 12:28-31 contains the passage that is know as the Great Commandment – “One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most important?”  “The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’  The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  There is no commandment greater than these.” 

With this parable, Jesus is telling us not only what it means to love your neighbour as yourself, but he is telling us who our neighbour is.  Jesus tells us that the people we need to look out for are “the least of these”.  So who are these people?
In Matthew 9:12, Jesus tells us that it is not the healthy that need a doctor, but the sick.  In this parable, Jesus tells us that the people we need to care for are the hungry and thirsty, strangers that need a place to stay, those who need clothes, the sick and those in prison.
Even though we live in the wealthiest society in the history of the world, there are still needs around us.  And we cannot leave it up to the government to deal with all these needs.

3. What Does This Mean for Us?

It is important to understand that these acts of mercy are not extra credit.  They are not something we do when we feel like it or when we have time, they are foundational.  This is the most important thing we are to do as individuals and as a church.  It is interesting that in this parable, the sheep were not aware of having done what they were supposed to – they were just doing it.
Our choice is not whether to serve the needs of those around us, the choice is where to serve.  This is why the Mission Statement of our church is “seeking the well-being of Richmond and beyond”.   Our mission statement makes it clear that we are in Richmond to serve Richmond.
So how do we meet the needs of the least of these?  It is not enough to give money although that is often important.  Given that we are so much wealthier than most people in the world, giving money is certainly a part of what we should be doing.  I would suggest that there are two ways to meet needs.  One is that we respond to the needs of those around us – our family, friends, co-workers and those that we are regularly in contact with.  This is usually easier because these are people we know and care about.  The other way is a group that is more difficult, because it is people we do not normally encounter.  Although they are not easily visible, there are a lot of needy people in Richmond.  You can seek out these needs on your own and volunteer at the hospital or the food bank, or you can join one of the ministries here at the church.  We have a bread ministry with SJR, we have the Clothing Event, we have Homeless Connect with other churches, there is our ESL ministry, our community vegetable garden and more.  I can’t tell you specifically where you need to serve.  You need to pray and seek God’s guidance, you must use the gifts and abilities God has given you and you must simply step up and say, ‘Here I am, Lord, use me’!
Conclusion

What we do for people is ultimately what we do for Christ.  Christ is in the people we encounter.  We will be judged on how we dealt with the human need that we encounter on our journey.
As Christians, we are to be imitators of Christ, so as Jesus came to care for us, we are also to care for those around us.  We need to remember that because God has been merciful to us, we need to be merciful to those around us.  Jesus came to serve us so we are to serve others.  Just because we have been forgiven, does not make us better than anyone else.
What Jesus has done for us, we need to do for the people around us.  Let us pray.

