
CONNECT THE THOUGHTS  Matthew 25:31-46

‘I will be their shepherd,’ declares God to exiled Israel. ‘I will be their God,’ he says a bit later, 
‘and David my servant shall be their shepherd.’ All right, we reply to Ezekiel; is God the true 
king, coming to rescue and judge the sheep, or is it David, the coming king, the Messiah?
The prophet has no answer. The logic of his vision demands that it be both. God will perform the 
unique messianic task; or, if you prefer, the Messiah will accomplish that which, when all merely 
human kings have failed, only Israel’s God can achieve.
Because a royal vision it was. Shepherding is not a vocation we today associate with royalty, but 
once they had crowned Jesse’s shepherd son the metaphor stuck in Jewish imagination. There, 
however, lies the problem. The people had refused Samuel’s advice. Rejecting their one God as 
the true king, they had chosen Saul instead. The deep resulting ambiguity of the monarchy 
lurked thereafter as a dark monster beneath the glossy surface of Israel’s royal institutions. 
God’s choice of the shepherd boy as a man after his own heart is only redeemed from that often 
crushing ambiguity when the sheep finally reject the shepherd and leave him to the wolves, with 
the contemptuous sign, ‘God’s shepherd’, nailed above his head. Only Calvary can bring into 
focus the double vision of Ezekiel.

This tableau thus stands, at the end of the last long discourse in Matthew’s gospel, as the final 
statement of something which has been there all through. The houses on the rock and on the 
sand, in Matthew 7; the wheat and the tares, the good fish and the bad, in Matthew 13 and now 
the sheep and the goats. Matthew has highlighted the fact that Jesus intended his followers to 
be utterly different, people who reflected God and his love in a whole new way into the world. 
That is what will ultimately count. There will be surprises all round when the things people have 
done without thinking about them turn out to reveal their deepest characters. But there will be no 
doubt which of the two ways of being human is the genuine article. 

The Sheep and the Goats
31 “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on 
his glorious throne.

Zechariah 14:5

 32 All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from 
another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 

Isaiah 66:18; Joel 3:2

33 He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.

Judging the nations is, of course, regularly thought of as part of the Messiah’s task (e.g. Psalm 
2:8–12); and the king or Messiah is often pictured as a shepherd (e.g. Ezekiel 34:23–24). That, 
perhaps, is why the image of sheep and goats is inserted into this scene of judgment.

Ezekiel 34:11-16



 “‘For this is what the Sovereign Lord says: I myself will search for my sheep and look after 
them. As a shepherd looks after his scattered flock when he is with them, so will I look after my 
sheep. I will rescue them from all the places where they were scattered on a day of clouds and 
darkness. I will bring them out from the nations and gather them from the countries, and I will 
bring them into their own land. I will pasture them on the mountains of Israel, in the ravines and 
in all the settlements in the land.  I will tend them in a good pasture, and the mountain heights of 
Israel will be their grazing land. There they will lie down in good grazing land, and there they will 
feed in a rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. I myself will tend my sheep and have them lie 
down, declares the Sovereign Lord. I will search for the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind 
up the injured and strengthen the weak, but the sleek and the strong I will destroy. I will 
shepherd the flock with justice.

Sheep and goats grazed in the same pasture, but it was necessary to separate the herds 
because male goats were often hostile toward the sheep. Thus Jesus seeks to illustrate the 
truth that though righteous and wicked are now together, there will come a time of separation.
Regarding the position in which the animals are placed, some think there is also a reference 
here to a custom in the Sanhedrin of putting the acquitted prisoners on the right of the president, 
and those who were convicted on his left. (The New Manners and Customs of the Bible)

34 “Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my 
Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the 
world. 

Most church fathers agreed that human immortality is derived, not inherent, and that the future 
continuance of the “immortal soul” rests entirely in the hands of the Creator. The Bible always 
speaks of human immortality as God’s gift to the saved, never as an inherent quality or birthright 
of every person born into the world. In scripture, every instance of immortality is associated with 
the glorified resurrection body still future, never to the soul or spirit at present. (Edward Fudge - 
The Fire That Consumes: A Biblical and Historical Study on the Doctrine of Final Punishment 
pg. 21,24)

35 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, 36 I needed clothes and you 
clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’

The criteria of this judgement was not new to Israel, the prophet Isaiah had warned them of 
God's expectation in Isaiah 58:1-10:
“Cry aloud; do not hold back; 
lift up your voice like a trumpet; 
declare to my people their transgression, 
to the house of Jacob their sins. 
 2  Yet they seek me daily 
and delight to know my ways, 
  as if they were a nation that did righteousness 
and did not forsake the judgment of their God; 
they ask of me righteous judgments; 
they delight to draw near to God. 
 3  ‘Why have we fasted, and you see it not? 
Why have we humbled ourselves, and you take no knowledge of it?’ 



  Behold, in the day of your fast you seek your own pleasure, 
and oppress all your workers. 
 4  Behold, you fast only to quarrel and to fight 
and to hit with a wicked fist. 
  Fasting like yours this day 
will not make your voice to be heard on high. 
5  Is such the fast that I choose, 
a day for a person to humble himself? 
  Is it to bow down his head like a reed, 
and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 
  Will you call this a fast, 
and a day acceptable to the Lord? 
 6  “Is not this the fast that I choose: 
to loose the bonds of wickedness, 
to undo the straps of the yoke, 
  to let the oppressed go free, 
and to break every yoke? 
7  Is it not to share your bread with the hungry 
and bring the homeless poor into your house; 
  when you see the naked, to cover him, 
and not to hide yourself from your own flesh? 
 8  Then shall your light break forth like the dawn, 
and your healing shall spring up speedily; 
  your righteousness shall go before you; 
the glory of the Lord shall be your rear guard. 
9  Then you shall call, and the Lord will answer; 
you shall cry, and he will say, ‘Here I am.’ 
  If you take away the yoke from your midst, 
the pointing of the finger, and speaking wickedness, 
 10  if you pour yourself out for the hungry 
and satisfy the desire of the afflicted, 
  then shall your light rise in the darkness 
and your gloom be as the noonday. 

37 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, 
or thirsty and give you something to drink? 38 When did we see you a stranger and invite 
you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? 39 When did we see you sick or in prison and 
go to visit you?’

40 “The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these 
brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’

The criterion imposed for the judgment is an interesting one. Everything hinges on the way in 
which those who are judged have treated ‘one of the least of these my brothers and sisters’. 
Who are these ‘brothers and sisters’, and who is being judged?
Jesus has earlier defined his brothers and sisters as ‘those who do the will of my father in 
heaven’, in a context which points to this as meaning ‘those who hear and obey my kingdom-
announcement’ (12:50)



The likely meaning of the scene, then, is that those who have not followed Jesus the Messiah 
will be judged in terms of how they have treated the people whom he counts as his family.
Of course, this doesn’t mean that Christians themselves are not to behave in a similar way 
towards others. This may be taken for granted

Instead of the nations being judged on how they had treated Israel (Genesis 12:3), as some 
Jewish writings envisage, Jesus, consistently with his whole redefinition of God’s people around 
himself, declares that he will himself judge the world on how it has treated his renewed Israel.

41 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me 
nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and 
you did not invite me in, I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and in 
prison and you did not look after me.’

44 “They also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or 
needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?’

We must pray that the Lord would give us eyes to see, to really see the world the way that the 
Father sees it. God once showed me my life the way He saw it. Each scene revealed in super 
high definition HD, not just vivid color, texture and contrast, but also motive and emotion behind 
my actions, words and thoughts. Like a prosecutor presenting undeniable video evidence, my 
guilt left me speechless and without defense.

The parable emphasizes the connection between seeing a need and acting on it. It is 
reminiscent of the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke. The parable says that all three 
observers of the man in the ditch "saw him." The first two engaged in a twofold action. They 
"saw him" and then, in response to that sighting, they "passed by on the other side." The 
response of the third person is threefold. He "saw him," he was "moved with pity," and then he 
took concrete action to express his compassion and assist the injured man.

The sequence of seeing, having compassion, and acting is a common one in the gospels. In 
Luke's Gospel, when Jesus "saw" the woman weeping at the death of her only son, he "had 
compassion for her," and brought her son to life (Lk 7:13). When the father "saw" the prodigal 
son "still far off . . . he was filled with compassion" and ran and embraced him (Lk 15:20). 
Matthew and Mark repeatedly tell us that Jesus himself, when he "saw" the crowds, had 
compassion on them and healed, fed, and taught them (Mt 9:36; 14:14; 15:32; Mk 6:34; 8:2).

45 “He will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, 
you did not do for me.’

46 “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

According to the rest of the New Testament, not least St Paul, Jesus is already ruling the world 
as its rightful lord (e.g. 1 Corinthians 15:25–28). Should we not say, then, that this scene of 
judgment, though in this picture it is spoken of as a one-off, future and final event, may actually 
refer to what is happening throughout human history, from the time of Jesus’ resurrection and 



ascension to the present? Could it be that the final judgment, in some sense, comes forward to 
meet us?

This is not to say, of course, that there will not also be a final moment when all judgment is 
complete. That, after all, is likewise insisted on by Paul and others (e.g. Romans 2:16; 2 
Corinthians 5:10).

Jesus is portrayed as launching his followers on their dangerous and vulnerable mission as his 
brothers and sisters, with the knowledge that he, their older brother, is already ruling the world 
and taking note of what they suffer.

You will feel the pain of your own betrayals and the broken heart you’ll surely come to know, but 
do not linger or gaze too long at your own condition. Look outward, to those poorer than you, to 
the blind and the weary. Reach out your hand to feed them and lift them up. You’ll soon discover 
you’ve forgotten yourself, and the chains of your own sorrows will fall away. You’ll become free 
for having fed the One whose voice you hear, for having lifted up the One whose face you see. 
And at every turn, it will be Him . J.A. Kidwell - Lamentations (Of A 20th Century Man)
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