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“Becoming a Matthew 25 Church”
Matthew 25:31-45 July 21, 2019

Our lesson from Matthew this morning is most certainly 
a charter for where the church is called to show up. If we ever 
have a question about who we should be, what we should 
do, where we should show up, Matthew 25 is our charter. 
In his book, Faithful Resistance, Rick Ufford-Chase writes:

“Christians, if we are to have any currency in the multi-
religious landscape of the United States, we must be clear 
that we will not back down from the gospel values of the 
25th chapter of Matthew. Like the sheep gathered at the 
right hand of the Son of Man, we stand with the poor, the 
dispossessed, the sick, the foreigner, and the incarcerated.”

I believe that Matthew 25 reminds us that standing with 
the poor is not a mainline, Evangelical, Pentecostal Church 
issue. Poverty is not a conservative/progressive, Red/Blue 
issue. The call to stand with the poor is not a political issue; 
it is a biblical issue.

Mother Teresa, in her book Come Be My Light: The 
Private Writings of the Saint of Calcutta, states this biblical 
mandate to stand with the poor so very well.

“God is in love with us and keeps giving himself to the 
world—through you and me. May you continue to be the 
sunshine of God’s love to your people and thus make your 
life something beautiful for God.”

One time Jesus said,
I was hungry and you gave me food;
I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink; 
I was a stranger and you welcomed me;
I was naked and you gave me clothing;
I was in prison and you visited me.
And when he was asked when that happened, 
 he answered,

“Truly, I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of 
these who are members of my family, you did it to me”.

It’s the third of three stories Jesus told his disciples 
during the last week of his life. He told a story about 
ten bridesmaids, five of whom were not prepared for the 
bridegroom’s appearance, and a story about a master who 

was going on a trip and who gave three servants a portion of 
his property to manage in his absence (two invested, made 
a profit, and were rewarded; the third servant buried the 
money in the ground for safekeeping and was punished).

Jesus is clearly trying to prepare his followers to 
continue on without him. That context makes these 
stories particularly important. The third story, according 
to Matthew, is the last thing Jesus said to his disciples by 
way of teaching. You might conclude that it is a summary 
of his teaching. It’s about judgment day. All the nations of 
the world are there. Jesus is the judge: he’s separating the 
sheep from the goats. The sheep are the righteous ones: 
they inherit the kingdom, the reign of God. 

The goats are treated harshly—“depart from me,” from the 
reign of God. The point here is not the symbolic imagery 
of eternal fire but what is actually happening. There is a 
judgment. Human beings are accountable to God for the 
way they live their lives.

According to Jesus, the criteria for judgment are simple: “I 
was hungry and you fed me; thirsty and you gave me drink.” 
“When did we do that, Lord?” the righteous ask. The 
unforgettable answer: “Just as you did it to one of the least 
of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”

And then the counterpoint: “I was hungry and you gave 
me no food; thirsty and no drink; a stranger and you did 
not welcome me; naked and you did not clothe me; in 
prison and you did not visit.” 

“When, Lord? We don’t recall any of that happening. We 
didn’t see you hungry, thirsty, cold, and homeless. If we had 
seen you like that, believe me, we’d have been there, right 
there with you.” The clear, devastating indictment: “Just as 
you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not 
do it to me.”

Notice that both groups are surprised by all of this. 
Neither is aware of the eternal significance of what they 
were doing or not doing. The righteous are surprised that 
what they had been doing merited any attention at all.
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The in-breaking of the reign of God comes as a surprise 
and often appears when we least expect it. God moments, 
are God’s moment, they are not something that we create 
or manipulate. God’s reign breaks into the brokenness of 
our lives and our world. This surprising in-breaking of God 
is often not seen in the moment. It is seen retrospectively. 
It is realized in the question, “When did we see you Lord”; 
a question that shapes calls to account, creates a trajectory 
for our lives. A question that in many ways breaks us open, 
deepens, awakens, and transforms. The old has passed away 
the new has come.

When I look back and ask this Matthew 25 question, 
“When did I see you, Lord? When did the in-breaking of the 
reign of God break me open and change the trajectory of my 
life? I see myself as an 11-year-old. I am hanging on to my 
father’s hand as we walk to the back of the church parking 
lot. My Dad has an A&P paper bag full of canned goods. 

I have a paper bag full of clothing. We go to a big panel 
truck that has a sign on it, Selma donations. I was in fifth 
grade so I did not fully understand what was going on. I did 
know that these donations were going to hurting people 
working for change. It would be a few years before I would 
connect the panel truck from Westminster Presbyterian 
Church in Lansing, Michigan to the Selma civil rights 
march to Montgomery. 

What I do remember about that day was the tears in 
my father’s eyes. My Dad teared up after praying with Mr. 
Anderson. I remember my Dad praying for Mr. Anderson’s 
protection and safety. I didn’t understand until later why 
my Dad was afraid for Mr. Anderson and the members 
from church who were forming a caravan to drive to Selma. 
The Caravan was integrated blacks and whites traveling 
together as a witness of faith. Mr. Anderson was an elder 
in the church along with my dad. Mr. Anderson was a 
firefighter and drove the ladder truck. He was comfortable 
behind the wheel of a truck so he drove the truck with two 
cars in front of him and two cars behind. 

It was in that parking lot hearing my Dad pray and seeing 
his tears that I knew faith was no joke. Faith was not easy 
and could be dangerous. I was broken in that moment. In 
that moment of fear and great love, the Holy Spirit was 
present. The reign of God was palpable and the trajectory 
of my life was changed.

As I have reflected upon the brokenness in our lives and 
in the world. I have been reminded of the words of Jesus 
in Matthew 25. Where is God? God is present in the 

innocent, suffering ones. Christ identifies with suffering 
people so completely that God in Jesus Christ fills their 
place and actually bears their pain. 

Matthew 25 pictures Jesus accepting ministry to the 
hungry, the thirsty, the sick, the naked, the homeless, the 
prisoners, as though it were being done for our Lord. God 
in Christ identifies with the vulnerable ones and their 
families and suffers alongside them, for at the center of the 
Christian faith is a crucifix.

Some may ask why does God allow such brokenness and 
suffering in our world? It’s the wrong question, given the 
cross. The question is, why does God allow the divine self 
to suffer.

The profound message of the cross is that the pain of 
the suffering world, your pain and mine, has become the 
pain of God in Jesus Christ. God’s identification with the 
human situation is that complete. 

In Jesus, God’s compassion took flesh. You see, Jesus is not 
merely a wonderfully compassionate man, a soft touch for 
every brand of human misery. Jesus is, in the pregnant and 
profound expression of Scripture. “God with us.” God…
with…us. In him, God enters history as a suffering God, 
a God who wore our weakness, felt our fright, swallowed 
our bitter cup of rejection and loneliness. The Letter to the 
Hebrews eloquently proclaims. “WE have not a high priest 
who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who 
in every respect has been tempted as we are…Jesus can deal 
gently with those who go astray, because he, himself is beset 
with weakness…

The compassion of Jesus is not a virtue he plucked now 
and again from a pigeonhole and applied to needy cases. 
Jesus is compassion incarnate, God’s compassion in weak 
human flesh. 

You can discuss till doomsday exactly who or when or 
how you are to serve the least of these. What is beyond 
argument is what your heart should feel like.

It’s not so much a question of your own inner hurt, As 
time goes on, you experience increasingly what Christ went 
through. For all its rock and roll, for all its quiet joys and 
occasional ecstasies, human living can tear you apart. The 
question is, how does this affect you? What does it do to 
you? Does the bittersweet of human existence lock you 
into yourself, make you captive to your own misery, so that 
nothing matters save your loss, or your loneliness, your 
inner insecurity, or hunger and thirst? Or does your hurt, 
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like the tears of Jesus, open you up to others, unlock the 
depths of your compassion? Because you are “beset with 
weakness,” do you “deal gently” with the vulnerable the 
least of these?  

To feel hurt is to be human; to link that hurt to others 
is to be Christ-like. But the compassion of the God-man 
is not only your model to imitate; it is the very source 
and possibility of your compassion. Your compassion not 
only reflects Jesus’; it is a sharing therein, a sharing in the 
compassion of God. God makes it possible. The Gospel 
is not addressed to your native, natural, inborn powers. 
The Matthew 25 commission is at the same time a gift, 
and the gift is the compassionate God deep within you; 
the God who alone can change you, alone can fashion a 
deep reservoir of compassion within you, as you murmur 
to Jesus and to the world’s wounded remember, “this is my 
body, which is given for you.” 

This last story Jesus told, actually does more than require 
a new way of relating to the poor. It redefines God. God 
is not a remote monarch, off somewhere in the universe 
watching human history passively. 

God is here. God is present in the depths of the human 
condition. God is here in human struggles, passion, hope, 
striving, loving, living, and dying.

And it redefines righteousness: not as the accumulation 
of all the wrong you have avoided, but, quite simply, the 
love and compassion you have given.

And it redefines the very heart of our faith: the 
incarnation, God came down to dwell among us in the 
person of Jesus. “That’s just the half of it,” Jesus said. “For I 
am present wherever there is human need. You will see my 
face, the face of your savior, in the face of everyone who 
needs you.” 

Think of it, the face of Jesus Christ, in the face of those who 
are homeless and poor. The face of Jesus in the abandoned 
child, the hungry child, the sick child, in the lonely, elderly, 
the sick, the frightened; the face of Jesus closer than that 
even, in the one who needs your love today—your own 
child, your own parent, your own spouse, partner, friend. 
The face of Jesus...

“As you did it to the least of these, members of my family, 
you did it to me,” he said.

Amen.


