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   The Ultimate Question

We stand today on the cusp of a new church year. On this, the Last Sunday after Pentecost, we look both backward and forward. We look back upon Jesus’ earthly ministry as we have followed him from Christmas to Holy Week to Easter to Pentecost, and we look forward to the Second Coming and cosmic reign of Christ the King. Liturgically speaking, you might say this is New Year’s Eve. It is a time for both reflection and preparation as we begin the final countdown to the First Sunday of Advent, the dawn of another year. It will be Mark’s year this time around.  Beginning next week he will return, after a two-year hiatus, to share with us his version of the gospel story. But in the meantime we remain in Matthew’s hands, and they are rough hands indeed.


Of course we have gotten used to them by now. We know them. We expect them. If we do not hear a word on Sunday about judgment, division, separation, weeping, gnashing, or burning, then we begin to suspect a glaring omission. I didn’t hear word one about fire and brimstone this morning. I think they forgot to read the Gospel. It can be terribly difficult for us to hear what Matthew has to say, not because it shocks or offends or unsettles us – as well it might – but because it becomes over time so utterly predictable. Pounding his rhetorical hammer so relentlessly upon the same rugged themes, Matthew nearly wears them smooth. He wants for all the world to wake us up, to shake us up, to convince us not only to look but also to see, not only to hear but also to respond, not only to have faith but to do faith as well. Yet we get so accustomed to the din of his pounding that it becomes so much noise in the background – BLAM, BLAM, BLAM, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH. We’ve heard it all before.


But not this time. Oh sure, there are familiar elements in today’s story. There is judgment and division. There is reward and punishment. There is even a little hellfire thrown in for good measure. But there is something else as well, something which is assumed in the other parables of judgment but never identified. The wheat and the weeds, the good fish and the bad, the wise bridesmaids and the foolish ones, the industrious servants and the one who squandered his investment opportunity – each group will in the end be separated from the other. But on what basis? By what standard? All this talk of alertness, preparedness, and resourcefulness is well and good, but what shape does it take? What does it look like in our hearts and in our lives? That is what the reader of Matthew is by now dying to know. Quit with the parabolic meandering Matthew and give us the bottom line! Well today Matthew gives it to us, straight from the source. 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory he will gather the nations before him and sort the people out like a shepherd sorts out his flock, sheep on the right hand and goats on the left. 

Then the King will say to those on his right, “Welcome blessed ones! Enter the kingdom that has been yours from the start. For I was hungry and you fed me. I was thirsty and you gave me drink. I was a stranger and you let me in. I was shivering and you clothed me. I was sick and you paid me a visit. I was in prison and you stopped by. Believe it or not, whenever you cared for a single person in need, you cared for me.”

Then the King will turn to those on his left and say, “To hell with you! For I was starving and you just kept eating. I was thirsty and you drank your fill. I was a stranger and you locked your doors. I was shivering and you left me naked. I was sick and in prison, and you went on about your business while I wasted away. Yes, whenever you neglected a single person in need, you neglected me.”

It is a hard word that Matthew brings to us today. It plays hob with many of our cherished notions about what is required of us as followers of Jesus Christ. We think that being a Christian means believing certain things about God, about Jesus, about ourselves. We think that being a Christian means reading our Bibles, going to church, and sharing our faith with others. We think that being a Christian means entering into a relationship with God through worship, fellowship, and prayer. We think all of these things, and we are right. But Matthew informs us that none of these things in themselves will constitute the final criterion, the ultimate standard by which we shall all be judged.

When we stand before the judgment seat of Christ we will not be asked to interpret the Nicene Creed. We will not be asked to name all sixty-six books of the Bible. We will not be asked where or how often we went to church. We will not be asked which version of the liturgy we preferred and whether we favored more frequent revisions. We will not be asked how many souls we saved or how many prayers we prayed.

No, when we stand before the judgment seat of Christ, says Matthew, we will have to answer only this: How did we respond to those in need? That is the single question that will tell God everything God needs to know about the mixed flock of humanity, everything God needs to know about the sheep and the goats, about you and about me. How did we respond to those in need?

But whoa preacher! Hold on a minute! What about grace? What about faith? What about a relationship with God in Jesus Christ? Well, it’s in there. It’s so tightly woven that it’s a bit hard to see, but it’s there just the same.

Remember that those on the King’s right hand had not the slightest clue that they had been serving him. They were not seeking any reward whatsoever for their actions. They were not trying to earn their way into the kingdom. They were simply doing what came naturally. They were simply following their hearts. Little did they know that by entering into relationship with those in need they were entering into relationship with the King himself, and that based on that relationship they would receive the inheritance – the gift – of the kingdom. 


Matthew is not promoting salvation by works; he is promoting salvation by grace through faith that is active in love. And faith is always so when it is deep and true. Those of us who are heirs of the Protestant Reformation have frequently driven a wedge between faith and action that the scriptures know nothing about. “Show me your faith apart from your works,” wrote the author of James, “and I by my works will show you my faith” (Jam 2:18). Even the apostle Paul, the patron saint of Protestants, could inform the church in Galatia that the only thing which counts is “faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). “You will know them by their fruits” (Mt 7:20). That is how Jesus put it. Today he simply adds: “And so shall God know you.”

It is not that our beliefs don’t matter. It is not that prayer and worship are unimportant. These things are vital, because they continually shape us, form us, mold us – but into what? That is the question behind the question. If we are not serving the hungry and the homeless, the sick and the imprisoned, the lonely and the destitute, then we are not serving the King. And if we are not serving the King, then there is something deeply amiss in our lives – in our faith, in our prayer, in our worship. 

It should come as no surprise that our care for the little, the least, and the last will be the ultimate standard come judgment day. The law and the prophets, Jesus and Paul, James and John, Matthew, Mark, Luke and all the rest have been hammering it home through the pages of scripture for twenty centuries. They have been trying to get us to see that which we somehow tend to resist. Namely, that there is no dichotomy between faith and action, between evangelism and social justice, between prayer and politics, between worship and witness, between God and our neighbor. Each flows irresistibly toward the other like a river toward the sea. Right belief matters because it leads to right action. Right action matters because it testifies to right belief. They are two sides of the same coin; deface the one and the other is worthless.

How did we respond to those in need? That is the single most important question God can ask of us, because in it is contained everything God needs to know about our faith – about our doctrine, our worship, our witness, our hearts, our souls, and our minds.

If that question strikes fear in you, it probably shouldn’t. And if it doesn’t, well perhaps it should. That is the great paradox in today’s story – those who thought they were doing nothing were in fact serving the King, while those who thought they were serving the King were in fact doing nothing. Which is just one more way of saying that there are some real surprises in store come judgment day. Neither the sheep nor the goats in the story got what they thought they deserved. Which is to say that this is not only a story about judgment. It is also a story about grace – the grace of a King who draws near to us. Near enough to see, near enough to hear, near enough to hold, near enough to help. It is an astounding thing, when you think about it. The King of Kings and Lord of Lords is as near to us as the cry of a single person in need. In that cry there is judgment; but there is also the promise of life.







               


           AMEN.
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