Ezekiel 34:11–16, 20–24

11 “For thus says the Lord God: Behold, I, I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out. 12 As a shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will rescue them from all places where they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness. 13 And I will bring them out from the peoples and gather them from the countries, and will bring them into their own land. And I will feed them on the mountains of Israel, by the ravines, and in all the inhabited places of the country. 14 I will feed them with good pasture, and on the mountain heights of Israel shall be their grazing land. There they shall lie down in good grazing land, and on rich pasture they shall feed on the mountains of Israel. 15 I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I myself will make them lie down, declares the Lord God. 16I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, and the fat and the strong I will destroy.﻿ I will feed them in justice. 

20 “Therefore, thus says the Lord God to them: Behold, I, I myself will judge between the fat sheep and the lean sheep. 21 Because you push with side and shoulder, and thrust at all the weak with your horns, till you have scattered them abroad, 22 I will rescue﻿ my flock; they shall no longer be a prey. And I will judge between sheep and sheep. 23 And I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd. 24 And I, the Lord, will be their God, and my servant David shall be prince among them. I am the Lord; I have spoken. 

1 Corinthians 15:20–28

20 But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21 For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. 23 But each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ. 24 Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. 25 For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. 26 The last enemy to be destroyed is death. 27 For “God﻿ has put all things in subjection under his feet.” But when it says, “all things are put in subjection,” it is plain that he is excepted who put all things in subjection under him. 28 When all things are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to him who put all things in subjection under him, that God may be all in all. 

Matthew 25:31–46 

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he will sit on his glorious throne. 32 Before him will be gathered all the nations, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 33 And he will place the sheep on his right, but the goats on the left. 34 Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 35 For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 36 I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.’ 37 Then the righteous will answer him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 38 And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you? 39 And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?’ 40 And the King will answer them, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers,﻿ you did it to me.’ 

41 “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 42 For I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me no drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and you did not clothe me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ 44 Then they also will answer, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to you?’ 45 Then he will answer them, saying, ‘Truly, I say to you, as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ 46 And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 
Last Day Judgment—Law or Gospel?
We human beings see the law as very natural and the Gospel as sort of strange.  Today's Gospel often demonstrates that human characteristic.  It is very natural to focus in on those words, "I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink,” and the words, "Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me."  It is very natural to see these words as the key verses in today's Gospel.  In fact, often we do just that and lay a heavy burden of guilt upon ourselves. 

Instead of just diving into the Gospel and letting our attraction to the law drive our thoughts, we need to back off and read what today's Gospel actually says. 

The Gospel takes us to judgment day.  Every man, woman, and child from every place and time must appear before the Son of Man, i.e. Jesus.  

Unlike an earthly trial, there is no fact finding phase, no presentation of evidence, and no testimony of witnesses.  The judge of this trial already knows all things.  There is no need for a jury.  There is no need to pass a verdict.  Trials before God only have one phase, the sentencing phase. 

In fact, we even know the length of the sentence, eternity.  The only unknown in the sentencing phase of this trial is the place where we will spend that eternity. 

There are only two possibilities, eternity in the presence of God's love and grace, or eternity in the presence of God's condemnation and justice.  These two places are all there is.  The final destination is all that is left to proclaim at this trial. 

The judge, of course, already knows the sentence he will hand out.  The difference between the two groups is as clear to the judge as the difference between sheep and goats is to a shepherd.  The context of today's Gospel tells us that the sheep represent believers, those people who will live in grace forever.  The goats represent unbelievers, those who will live in condemnation forever. 

As the judge welcomes the sheep into eternal bliss, he recalls the work that His salvation has produced in their lives.  Now here is the important point of the story.  The sheep don't remember any of it!  The list of the works is a total surprise to the sheep.  "Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink?  And when did we see you a stranger and welcome you, or naked and clothe you?  And when did we see you sick or in prison and visit you?" They haven't got a clue. 

On the other hand, the goats are angry that Jesus gives a similar list of things that they have not done.  They have kept a careful record of their good works and they know for a fact that Jesus did not present Himself for their help at any time.  Even before the judge of all things, they maintain that they have lived a life of good works and high moral character. 

There is a pattern in this story that we find throughout the Bible.  If we make it our business to improve ourselves, we will fail. 

Consider Adam and Eve.  They were in good shape until Eve decided to improve herself.  From Genesis, “When the woman saw that … the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate.”  As long as they rested in God, their existence in Eden was perfect.  When Eve set out to increase her own wisdom, she failed. 

The Holy Spirit finds dead souls and brings them to life through the proclamation of Christ crucified for the forgiveness of sins.  The Holy Spirit keeps those souls alive through the proclamation of Christ crucified for the forgiveness of sins.  Our crucified and risen Lord and Savior leads the Christian, carries the Christian, and follows the Christian.  The Holy Spirit causes us to relax in Christ. 

As we recline and relax in Christ, good works accompany us.  They are the results of the salvation we have in Christ Jesus.  Since the Holy Spirit directs our attention to Christ, we notice our good works about as much as we notice that our finger nails are growing. 

The simple fact is that we cannot measure our own good works.  God judges the heart.  As soon as we try to measure our good works, our heart changes.  It focuses on the good works instead of Christ.  As soon as we try to measure our own works, they can no longer be good.  Our works may appear to be ever so good on the outside, but the Holy Spirit speaks to us about that in Isaiah, "All our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment."  God does not judge according to appearances but searches the minds and hearts. 

Jesus warned us in Matthew 6, "Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven.  Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward."  

"They have received their reward."  Sadly, they have traded away their eternal joy for the temporary praise of man. 

1 John informs us, "[Jesus Christ] is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world."  When Jesus died on the cross, He paid for the sins of the entire world.  That includes the sin of trying to measure our own good works. 

Forget trying to evaluate your good works.  Do you still sin?  If the answer is yes, then you still need Jesus.  The Gospel says, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved …” You will be one of the sheep.  The day will come when you will hear, "Come, you who are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world." 

While you wait for that day, you are the Mask of God in this world.  If you are a farmer, God is feeding the world through you.  If you are in construction, God is housing the world through you.  If you are a parent, God is teaching His child through you. 

You are pleasing to God, not because of what you do or don't do.  You are pleasing to God because of what Jesus did for you.  Jesus lived a life that met God's perfect standard.  He died a death that paid our sin debt in full.  He rose from the dead as a sign that our Father in Heaven accepted His work for us.  Your salvation has been paid in full.  Recline in the Lord. 

As you recline in the Lord, you will produce good works.  These works do you absolutely no good, but they are precious to your neighbor.  God will accomplish His will in this world through your works.  You will be His mask.  Confess your sins, even those righteous deeds that are actually polluted garments.  Receive the forgiveness of Jesus.  Live for your neighbor.  Don't waste time trying to measure your good works.  You don't need them.  You are God's sheep.  Amen

