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Session Eleven: The Parable of the Judging of the Nations in the Gospel of Matthew 
 
Prayer 
 
Opening points to prepare us for this very famous story:  
 
A parable?  

 Scholars disagree about whether or not this should truly be considered a parable.  It is 
probably more accurate to say it is simply a statement of reality and a teaching about 
the end of time like the other eschatological statements of Jesus.   

 Either way, we are going to treat it like a parable especially because of the 
allegorical/story-like elements of the sheep and the goats in this piece of text.  

 
A common vs. uncommon reading of this parable: 

 Note: Before we listen to this familiar story about the last judgement, this video session 
is going to make the claim that the very common way of hearing this story as a 
commentary about the need to perform works of mercy is only one way to understand 
it.   

 In fact, the common way of hearing it is probably less fitting to the overall context and 
message of Matthew’s Gospel than the more uncommon hearing is.   

 Both ways of hearing it are important to understanding the nature of discipleship.  

 As you hear the story, be ready for the “twist” in this video series which is the 
presentation of a different way to hear this story than you might be used to or familiar 
with.  

 
The Text:  Matthew 25:31-46 
 
Some helpful context for the central images of the story:  
 
The son of man coming in Glory, with his angels, his throne:  

 The Lord is identifying himself with the image of the Son of Man in the Prophet Daniel, 
Chapter 7, who comes to judge and to rescue the faithful of Israel from all that 
oppresses them and opposes God’s plan. 

 
Separating sheep and goats: 

 In First Century Palestine, it was common to have mixed flocks of sheep and goats under 
the care of one shepherd.  

 At nightfall, the end of the day (think Judgement, working day in the vineyard, etc), the 
shepherd would separate the sheep from the goats.   Goats lack wool for warmth in the 
cool nights and often required a type of shelter, as opposed to sheep with their wool 
that could remain outdoors.  
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The right and the left 

 The sheep are the more valuable animal so they are equated with the righteous, and 
they go to the right hand of the judge, or king, which was the side of favor in the royal 
court/ place of honor in antiquity.  

 The left hand was the lesser or even sinister hand in the ancient world.   
 
Some helpful Context in Matthew’s Gospel that informs how we have to hear this story: 
 
The words “the Nations” from this story:  

 At several points in the Gospel of Matthew, as the Lord makes reference to “the 
nations,” he is referring to not only the Jews but also to the pagans or Gentiles.  
Matthew is keen on the point that the Gospel is to begin with the Jews and then expand 
to the everyone else.    

“The least of these” from this story: 

 at key points in the rest of Matthew’s Gospel, the expressions “the least brothers of 
mine,” and the “least of these” refers plainly to his disciples who are sent out as 
missionaries.   

 

 In Chapter Ten, Jesus sends his disciples out on mission and are told to take nothing 
with them for the journey, essentially relying on the hospitality of others, and that 
whoever receives or rejects them also receives or rejects him.  He identifies himself with 
his missionaries.  
 
 

In Comparison to the previous two parables of Matthew 25:  

 In the earlier two parables of the Virgins and the Talents, the focus is on the judgement 
of those who would already be most familiar with the message of his revelation, the 
members the chosen nation Israel or of the Church itself. 

 

 By contrast, this current parable opens with the “The Nations.” The focus in this story is 
outward, beyond the boundaries of the chosen, to focus on the gentiles as well.   
 

 The implication is that by the time Christ returns in his Second Coming, the Gospel 
message will have been brought by missionaries to the wider world, exposing “the 
nations” to its message.     
 

 It suggests that this parable story is most primarily about the judging of the wider world.  
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Judging the Nations in the Old Testament 

 This situates the story in the line of a longer Old Testament tradition that references a 
separate, or distinct judgement of God reserved for the non-Jews, for the Gentiles, for 
all the nations.   
 

 His criteria for judgement is how well the nations in question treated the Jews as God’s 
chosen nation.    

 If they looked with favor on Jews, as God’s chosen, they were judged well.  If they 
harmed or rejected them, God would punish those who harmed his chosen.   

 
What does the parable/ story Reveal about the Kingdom of God and of the Lord?   

 Based on all of the above context, there is a common way of hearing this story, and an 
uncommon way of hearing it.  

 The more uncommon way is extremely important, and it matches the above contextual 
points of the Gospel better.  

 Both hearings show different aspects of God.  Both hearings are about discerning his 
presence in the world.  

 

 God’s presence is literally found in two key “groups”:  in his followers/the Church (less 
common reading), and in the most depraved of people (more common reading). 

 A defining mark of a follower of Jesus is that he/she will both encounter a world that 
will either welcome them or reject them, and, that his followers will be doers of the 
works of mercy.  

 
The Social Justice reading of this parable:  

 The common reading: It is a social justice parable about the need to do works of mercy 

 It is also a strong commentary on the presence of Christ in the faces of the most 
vulnerable.  

 God is in the face of the hungry, thirsty, sick, poor, imprisoned, etc.  

 He demands care for these vulnerable people.   
 

 From Mathew 25 we obtain most of the list of the classic Seven Corporal Works of 
Mercy, which are:  

 Feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, clothe the naked, give shelter to the 
homeless, care for the sick, visit those in prison, bury the dead.  

 

 This social justice reading has driven the Christian community to take care of the world 
for centuries.  

 The saints have seen the face of Christ in the poor around them because of this passage.  

 God’s criteria of judgement is the degree to which we take care of the depraved.  
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The treatment of missionaries reading:  

 Less commonly but no less important, it is a parable about the consequences of the non-
believing, secular world for rejecting the Christian message and missionaries- “the least 
of these,” who went out into the world with no money in their sacks, and who were 
either accepted or were instead in-prisoned, or killed.    

 God identifies himself with his believers and as the world rejects us, it rejects him.   

 God will judge the world based on how well they heeded the Gospel call.   

 A militantly secular ruler, nation, or culture that rejects and persecutes Christian 
believers, who are the “least brothers of mine,” will be harshly judged by the Son of 
Man.  

 
The Twist of the parable?  

 That the righteous did not realize they were righteous because they did not realize they 
were welcoming and serving Jesus.  This makes their acts of kindness all the more 
impressive.  

 It would have been striking to consider that the Lord has an abiding presence in a group 
of people on this earth, either his own followers or in the most depraved.  

 
Jesus Christ is Lord of the Universe and the Cosmos 

 His identity as supreme Lord and master who has power over time and space is clear in 
this story.  

 His coming will be unmistakably obvious and not one person will escape it.  
 
What does it say about us?  

 That we do need judging and we do need reminding of his presence in the least in our 
midst. That we need reassurance that the Lord has our back as missionaries who face 
opposition.  

 
What choice does it demand of us?  

 It is a call to mission work for everyone since it is clear that we should not fear rejection 
by others for what we preach.   We’ve grown soft on this point.  

 We are bound to see ourselves as an extension of Christ, as one the least of these, as a 
bearer of his presence.  

 

 It is a call to see the face of the Lord in anyone that we meet, Christian or non-Christian, 
who is without the basic needs of life.   
 

 To realize that we will be judged based on how well we both saw and responded to the 
face of Christ, and how well we represented him as his missionaries in the word.   

 
End of Session Eleven  
  


