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“The Key to the Kingdom”
Psalm 112; Matthew 25:31-46 August 28, 2016

For many years the meaning of ancient Egyptian 
hieroglyphics remained a mystery to scholars. In 1799, 
Pierre-Francois Bouchard, a soldier in the Napoleonic 
army, discovered a rock stele inscribed with a 2nd Century 
B.C. decree from King Ptolemy V. The discovery was 
important because the decree was inscribed not only in 
ancient hieroglyphics, but also in Greek as well as in an 
ancient Egyptian script. The Rosetta stone became the key 
to deciphering hieroglyphics. Today that stone is in the 
British museum.  

Jesus speaks about the kingdom of God or the kingdom 
of heaven. We struggle to understand what it is, where it 
is and how we enter it. Our human language fails us when 
we try to speak of life in the presence of God or even the 
kingdom of God. All religious language is metaphorical 
language. This is why Jesus speaks of these mysteries in 
parables. In Matthew’s gospel, just before the last supper, 
his betrayal and arrest, Jesus tells three parables about 
the kingdom of heaven. These parables are placed quite 
strategically as the very last word of his teachings. The last 
one is the parable of the return of the Son of Man as King 
to judge the nations of the earth. Like the Rosetta Stone, it 
is the key to understanding the kingdom. 

First, Jesus tells us that the Son of Man returns not just 
to judge his own people, but all the peoples of the earth.  
Jesus is not only the head of the church, but also the ruler 
of all nature and history. He is the alpha and the omega – 
the beginning and the end. We love Handel’s “Halleluiah 
Chorus” because it brings to powerful expression the 
declaration from Revelation that Jesus is “King of kings and 
Lord of lords” (19:16). When he returns, his rule will be 
made known to all. 

We are keenly aware of other religions’ traditions. This 
awareness comes not only because of the explosion of 
instant communications, but also because we live in one 
of the most religiously diverse countries in the world. We 
know about people of other faiths through the media, but 
also because they are our neighbors, co-workers and fellow 
students. We can listen to their beliefs with respect while 
we hold our beliefs as Christians with deep conviction. We 

can learn to appreciate what in other religious traditions 
echoes our own traditions such as the values of mercy, 
justice, compassion, integrity and love. These shared values 
call to mind our Reformed Tradition’s understanding of 
the “common work” of the Holy Spirit in human lives and 
in the world. Wherever there is goodness, God is at work.  
These signs of the goodness of God point to Jesus Christ, 
whether or not people know him by name. What we know 
of God in Jesus can be trusted to be true. He will come 
again to judge all the earth. One day, all the peoples of the 
earth will see Jesus for who he is as the son of God. 

The second key to understanding the kingdom is that this 
judgment is based on whether or not we show compassion 
to “the least of these who are members of my family.” It 
tells us that, when we look back over the course of life, 
what matters is how we have treated others – especially the 
hungry, the stranger, the sick, the prisoner and the most 
vulnerable people of the earth. We hear this truth in the 
words of the Psalmist who speaks of the righteous as those 
who are “gracious and merciful…, who deal generously 
[with others] and who conduct their affairs with justice” 
and give freely to the poor (Psalm 112). This parable is like 
an exclamation point placed after everything Jesus said.  
The essence of the faithful life is love of God and love of 
neighbor.  

In the novel, The Secret Life of Bees, Lily Owens is a 
fourteen year old girl who runs away from home to escape 
a brutal father. She also leaves to find out the truth about 
a tragic accident that took her mother’s life when Lily 
was four years old. She finds no comfort from her racist 
minister, her fundamentalist church and the community in 
which she lives. She ends up in a small South Carolina town 
at the home of three sisters who keep bees. They teach Lilly 
about beekeeping and life. They listen to her troubles and 
nurture her body and soul. They teach her how to forgive 
herself and how to love herself. In short, they practice love.  
One day, Augusta Boatwright, the head of the family, tells 
Lily about the power of love that dwells deep in her. She 
says, “And when you get down to it, Lily, that’s the only 
purpose grand enough for a human life. Not just to love – 
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but to persist in love” (p. 289, Sue Monk Kidd, The Secret 
Life of Bees).

Christian love is not just a feeling; it is concrete action. 
It is doing the will of God. Being a Christian is not simply 
a matter of having right beliefs; it is about living in a right 
relationship with others. The words of Jesus in this parable 
make plain what we as Christians have always known: we 
cannot claim to love God and treat others with contempt. 
We will be held accountable not only for the evil we have 
done, but also for the good we have not done. In other 
words, we will be judged not only for the sins we have 
committed because of our pride, greed, lust, anger and 
gluttony. We will also be judged on the basis of our sins 
of omission: the food, clothing, kindness, money, and 
forgiveness we have not shared.  

Lest we fall into a kind of “salvation by works,” we must 
balance these words of Jesus with his other words which 
speak of forgiveness and salvation as gifts of God’s grace 
which we receive in faith. Salvation is a free gift. We can 
do nothing to earn it. Yet, we cannot take it for granted. 
We are accountable to God for how we live and how we 
use God’s gifts. Love is faith in action. How we treat others 
is the best evidence of God’s life in us. Our faith is to be 
a living faith that necessarily flows into a life of goodness 
poured out for others. 

In the parable, Jesus uses an interesting phrase: “the least 
of these who are members of my family.” This is similar to 
the way he describes his disciples who go out to tell the 
good news. When the king returns to judge the peoples 
of the earth, they will be judged on how they received or 
treated the most vulnerable of Jesus’ disciples. Do those 
who have not yet come to know Jesus Christ treat those 
who come in his name with kindness, compassion and 
mercy? If so, their love will not be forgotten by God.  

A member of our congregation whose husband died, 
told me that they had just moved into their new home with 
their two small children. Together they had worked hard 
to prepare this home for their family. Several days after he 
died, some serious electrical problems were discovered in 
the kitchen. She called the realtor for a recommendation. 
The electrician came and did extensive work.  When he 
finished, he said there was no charge. The realtor had taken 
care of it. At the same time, a neighbor insisted on cutting 
the grass; some brought food; others came to visit. No one 
asked about their beliefs, but their faith was evident in 
these acts of love. The words of Jesus remind us that God 
has a plan for the redemption of the world that is bigger 
than we can conceive. Love is the key.   

The final key to the kingdom is that Jesus is present in the 

weak, the prisoner and the vulnerable. If you want to see the 
kingdom of God, look to the most vulnerable among us. Jesus 
values what the world does not value. Jesus demonstrates 
the way God lifts up the lowly, feeds the hungry and sets 
the prisoner free. Jesus is present in them. The astonishing 
thing is that both those who showed compassion and those 
who did not show compassion did not recognize Jesus in the 
people around them. The righteous simply did what flowed 
from hearts of love; the unrighteous did nothing because 
their hearts of stone had nothing to give. The righteous have 
the delightful surprise of discovering that Jesus is in every 
relationship and every human exchange. The unrighteous 
make the terrible discovery that they missed their chance.  
It is not that the people we meet “might be Jesus,” they are 
Jesus. There is no one - not even the most difficult person we 
know or the hardest person to help - in whom Jesus is not 
present. His image may be broken, wounded, distorted or 
hard to see, but it is there waiting to be restored through the 
power of love. 

In my last year of college, a friend and I worked as night 
tutors in a Boys’ Home. Our job was to help the boys with 
their homework. We went from desk to desk to check 
English papers, call out vocabulary, review answers to 
science questions and untangle math problems. A number 
of the boys were struggling, not just with their lessons, but 
with life. Most of the boys came from dysfunctional homes; 
most of them didn’t want to be there. They acted out their 
frustration and anger at school and at the home.  

 I often watched the housemother interact with the boys.  
She was firm but loving. I didn’t know where she found her 
patience. One night after study hall my friend and I were 
venting our frustration to her. She said, “I guess I have 
learned over the years the importance of persisting in love.  
Many of these boys have known adults who disappoint 
them, beat them, yell at them, ignore them and give up on 
them. At times I find myself not liking some of them very 
much, but it doesn’t mean I stop loving them. I tell myself 
that no matter what I think, they belong to Jesus. One day I 
will see his face clearly in each one of them.”  

She knew the key to the kingdom. She knew that Jesus is 
Lord of all and one day he will come to set things right. She 
knew that what matters to Jesus in this life is how we treat 
one another. She knew that she had to keep looking for his 
face in the faces of those boys.


