18 November 2012 : Matthew 25 : 31-46 
From time to time, especially relaxing on holiday, I like to do puzzles. We always make sure, before stepping on the plane, that we have books of word-searches, code-words, bridges, kakuro, sudoku and, daddy of ‘em all, the ominously named Killer Sudoku!

Occasionally, as we study the Bible, we also come across some tasty puzzles. For the past number of years I have preached to you, week after week, the Biblical truth that it is not on the basis of our good works that God accepts us, but on the basis of the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus His Son – not law but grace, not works by faith. And now along comes Jesus Himself with this parable, seeming to say, on the contrary, that God judges on results, deeds, actions. How do we square this apparent contradiction? 
Well, a good start would be looking at what the text actually says, as opposed to what we think it might say. First of all, we see that there is an eternal separation between the sheep and the goats. There is no scriptural basis for the popular, cosy but unfortunately mistaken idea of universal salvation. That is not because God does not want to save all, nor is it because the blood of Christ is insufficient to save all, it is because some do not wish to be saved – at least, not on God’s terms, and that’s where the basic trouble lies.

We’ll come back to that, but for the moment let’s think who are the sheep and the goats identified in the parable? Jesus said [John 10.14f] : I am the good shepherd ; I know my sheep and my sheep know me –  just as the Father knows me and I know the Father – and I lay down my life for the sheep. Operating on the sound principle of allowing Scripture to interpret itself, we see that the sheep, those accepted and welcomed into the Father’s Kingdom, are the followers of Jesus for whom He has laid down His life. 
Who, then, are the goats? Listen to The Message translation of Zechariah 10.3, where the Lord is speaking about the religious leaders of Israel : Store-bought gods babble gibberish. Religious experts spout rubbish. They pontificate hot air. Their prescriptions are nothing but smoke. And so the people wander like lost sheep, poor lost sheep without a shepherd. I’m furious with the so-called shepherds. They’re worse than billy goats, and I’ll treat them like goats.
So now we know who the goats are, the people who like to think of themselves as very religious, who look the part, who talk a good game, but don’t walk the talk. That lack of integrity is not a source of joy and delight to God, especially from people who know better. They’re worse than billy goats, and I’ll treat them like goats. What does God mean when He says He’ll treat them like goats? Suffice to say that goats didn’t have the brightest career prospects in the Old Testament. They were used as sacrificial offerings.

Ultimately, useless sacrificial offerings at that. Hebrews 10.4 : it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. Only the blood of Jesus has that power, to cleanse, to forgive, to restore, to reconcile. Perhaps, in all the hundreds of time we’ve read this parable, we’ve never stopped to think why Jesus speaks of sheep and goats, as opposed to cats and dogs, cows and pigs, aardvarks and duck-billed platypuses. 

The Bible doesn’t go for superfluous detail. Every word in there is there for a purpose. I’m well aware that the shepherds amongst us could think of many cold, wet and windy winter nights when the ewes have been decidedly contrary and inconsiderate as to when they’ve given birth, but in general terms, most of the time, sheep are relatively biddable
I don’t wish to be rude, but – as I’ve been led to believe anyway – they’re not the brightest of creatures and don’t pretend to be. So, by and large, it doesn’t occur to their peanut brains to be awkward, to think for themselves. Where the shepherd and his faithful collie tell them to go, they go. A couple of weeks ago I sat in my car watching the spectacle of a whole flock being ushered through a Northumberland village, going precisely where one man and his dog wanted them to go. It was a joy to behold.

Anyone got any idea, then, why Jesus calls us His sheep? With all due respect, I would gently point out that the term is not intended as a tribute to our intellect! Rather does Jesus commend unquestioning obedience to His Word, letting the Good Shepherd lead us into green pastures beside still waters, trusting in the power of His goodness, His love, not in the impotence of our own efforts. Think National Grid vs watch battery.

So much for sheep. Goats, by contrast, tend to be rather more feisty and stubborn, with a mind of their own and a marked reluctance to go quietly, obediently and cheerfully where their Master wants them to go. Sound like any other creatures we could think of?

Now, let me share with you a startling revelation. Sheep will, by and large, behave like sheep. Goats will, by and large, behave like goats. Unless they’ve been, inadvertently, grazing on illegal substances, they will tend to act in accordance with their nature.
A point lost, may I add, on those who complain that dangerous dog legislation is too draconian, who claim that certain breeds, presently illegal in the UK, can, with tender care and affection, be trained to be good pets who love children. With chips, maybe! Crazy idea! And I have to say to you, again without wishing to be gratuitously offensive, that what is true of sheep, goats and pit bull terriers is also true of humans. 
That is what the Bible says. Matthew 7:17-20 : Every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.
How people behave is a reflection and an outworking of what people are, deep inside. What we say and how we act stems directly from how we think, which in turn depends on what is the driving force in our lives. If at heart we are still, essentially, self-centred, driven to look after No.1, the way we speak and the way we act will make that clear.

And a veneer of religion splattered over the top of a selfish life-style will not be able to disguise, for any length of time, the unpleasant truth lurking just beneath the surface.   A goat in sheep’s clothing is still a goat, and it won’t take long for the beard to show through the disguise! Attempts to wrap a cloak of religious respectability around a cold hard selfish heart are soon exposed to be as phoney as £3 note. 
That’s what Jesus found so offensive among the religious leaders of his day – lots of law, but no grace. So – now we’ve done a three lochs tour around the farming industry, sheep, goats and arboriculture – how do we tie it all together with this parable? 
The difference between the sheep and the goats here is not just in their works, but in the realm of the soul and the attitude behind the works. The sheep did the right thing for the right reason. They showed love and compassion to those in need as a loving response to the love and compassion they had received, gratefully, from Jesus. 

Freely they received and freely they gave, because their hearts had been changed by Jesus. They had been born again [John 3.3] and they had renewed their minds by the Spirit [Romans 12.2]. They were humble about their acts of kindness. It was simply the right thing to do and, as a new creation in Christ [2 Corinthians 5.17], the natural thing for a Christ-follower to do, the proverbial no-brainer. 

Not only that, but this group of people were humble about what they did. Just as God is no respecter of persons but is willing to reach out to all without distinction : Acts 10.34, The Message : God plays no favourites! It makes no difference who you are or where you’re from — if you want God and are ready to do as he says, the door is open ; so too the sheep, Christ’s little flock, will be happy to take every opportunity to show kindness to all who need it – home or abroad, friend or foe, famous or obscure.
Their actions are in harmony with their identity. Their “who” and their “do” are on the same page, and that’s a supernatural thing. As most of us know, it’s not possible to be consistently loving and kind, without making the quality decision to invite the One who is Love – Jesus – to be Our Lord and Saviour and to live inside us by His Holy Spirit. 

Now I realise some people will say that’s unfair, there are some very nice kind people who aren’t believers, and that is a half-truth. But what I would say is this. Remember the pit-bull terrier. You can train it, nurture it and tie a pretty pink bow round its neck, but one of these days, if your grandchild pulls its tail one time too many, there’s a very high probability that it will act in accordance with its nature, it will be and do what it is.
That was the real trouble with the goats in the parable. It was their attitude. There is, by the way, no suggestion that they never did charitable acts. Their problem was that they never had charitable motives. The implication in v.44 is that, if they’d known it was the Messiah, they’d have pulled out all the stops to be nice to Him. Scratch the Christ’s back and He’s bound to scratch mine. But as for the little people in need who can’t do anything to help me in return? What little people in need? I don’t see them.

There is a kind of strings-attached “generosity” that does not impress God. Of course I’ll write a cheque for this worthy cause, but I will expect a plaque with my name on it in the hallway, or you can forget it. For whose benefit, precisely, is that “gift” being made? To address the real human need, or to bolster my insecure ego? Real generosity? Or blowing my own trumpet, like the Pharisee in the temple making a song and dance about his big offering compared to the widow’s mite? 
Which pleased Jesus more? The offering that came from an honest, humble, thankful heart. I mentioned, earlier on, the sad and sobering truth of how many people miss God, and miss the opportunity of salvation, because they just don’t see that you can’t buy, earn or manipulate the favour of God. He can’t be bribed into letting us in the back door of Heaven. Not to put too fine a point on it, God doesn’t need the cash. 

The story is told of the rich businessman who begged God to be allowed to bring one material thing with him into heaven. For the first, and last, time, God granted the wish, and so he came in through the pearly gates proudly clutching a velvet bag. The angels were curious and asked if they could see this earthly treasure that the man held so dear. Carefully he opened the bag and showed them a bar of gold bullion. The angels looked at one another before asking the man : Sorry sir, but we don’t understand. Why did you bring a paving slab with you? If you don’t get that joke, turn to Revelation 21.21.  

Human vanity doesn’t impress God. When you boil it all down, there’s no contradiction between the gospel of free and unconditional grace that Jesus gladly offers to all who will simply admit we need it and receive it by faith, and this parable which teaches that who and what we are inevitably and accurately reflects in what we do. 
In this story, the basis of God’s righteous judgement wasn’t on the actions themselves, but on the heart and the motives underlying the actions. The quality of the fruit served only to indicate the quality of the tree. Matthew 7:17-20 again : Every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.

Today, let’s resolve to get our heart right with God, and let His love and His grace have free rein in our souls. Then, through Christ in us the hope of glory, our attitudes and our actions toward others will get straightened out, and bear witness to the genuineness of our faith. What is impossible, in purely human terms, is a piece of cake for the Lord.
