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Introduction
Story of me coming to England and being helped by my parents-in-law and befriended by the Clarks – meals, babysitting.
The promise that Jesus is our good shepherd and is watching over us , rescue and protecting us caring for particularly the widow, orphan, poor sick and imprisoned.

Gospel Text

Over the past few weeks we have heard about waiting and preparing for Christ’s return. Here in our passage this morning we are taken forward to his return in glory. But it is a vision not of idyllic peace but of judgement. Jesus as the Good Shepherd and Son of Man has authority over all nations. Most Jews believed that at the final judgement they would be rewarded as God’s chosen ones and their enemies who had rejected and oppressed them would be punished. We as Christians also have a tendency to become complacent – to think that we will automatically be rewarded and blessed by Jesus return and it is those who are not who will be judged.

Matthew’s readers are given a new vision: that all peoples will be judged by the same criterion, not according to their religion or nationality, but on their behaviour – on whether they cared for the least of Jesus’ brothers and sisters. This challenges every assumption about ‘us’ and ‘them’. Whatever our race, gender, social status or religion – the ability to show compassion and kindness to our fellow human beings and to appropriately care for them is the key criterion for the Day of Judgement. 

This is a surprise to me. It is not confession of faith in Christ – nothing is said of God’s grace or a person’s justification or the forgiveness of sins. What counts is whether you have acted with loving care for needy people. 

So how does this fit with the rest of the gospel message? Are we not saved by faith? Yes, that is the case. John 3 16 says those who believe in Jesus will not perish but have eternal life. But it is showing us more. It shows us that caring for others is the heart of God’s will. If we consider ourselves Christians our actions should reveal that that is the case – otherwise we may be kidding ourselves. We are saved by faith, but a genuine, authentic , real faith is one that is never alone. Faith without works is dead. We should be living out our faith in our daily lives, if not we should question whether we are real Christians and turn back to God for his mercy and forgiveness.

And it may be, that there are those who are near the kingdom of heaven, who would not necessarily consider themselves Christian, who are living according to Christ’s rule of love and 

So how are we to live out our faith? Who are the least brothers and sisters of Jesus whom we are to care for? Some have interpreted this to mean only other Christians, as Matthew’s gospel does. It applies this to the church people, who were missionaries to Gentiles. He is encouraging the early believers with the knowledge that even though they may be persecuted now, at the end times they will be vindicated. However if we go back to Mark who also records these words of Jesus  to those who were following, and if we look at the whole passage, we will see that it is not so easily limited to Christians. 
It is a surprise to both groups. Those who provided food, drink, clothing shelter and visited the sick and imprisoned see that they are just responding to need and are as surprised that those who do not. They did not know that as they did so they were responding to Christ. They weren’t caring specifically for other Christians, they weren’t responding with care because they would receive a reward for it; they weren’t consciously doing this to help other Christians, they were just responding to need as it arose.
It reminds me of the Pharisees asking Jesus who is my neighbour? They were trying to say that they were fulfilling all righteousness by meeting the needs of their own, but Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan, and challenges them to rethink their definition of neighbour, showing it is anyone in need. 
Application

So we are judged by what we do not do, as well as by what we do.
The scene encourages and warns Christian readers that what will count at the end of the day, is our deeds of love and mercy performed for the needy. The image of punishment is a warning rather than a literal description of fact. Jesus was a prophet and so did not qualify his words like an academic – he spoke in vivid pictures and with power. 

The kingdom of heaven shows up where we least expect it. The presence of Jesus is hidden in the sick and hungry, the thirsty, the homeless. How are we responding? If we look back over the past generations, Christianity at its best was the Victorians who took their faith seriously – who cared for the poor by setting up all sorts of charities, and fighting against slavery. BBC Children in Need have had an amazing campaign this year. Matt Baker on his rickshaw cycle ride raised over a million pounds for them. He had great publicity and lots of support; what are we as Christians doing? The season of Advent leading up to Christmas is often a time when people are supposed to show kindness and generosity and goodwill toward others. We as Christians should be at the forefront of those who support the needy? 
As God’s people waiting for the victory of the coming of the kingdom of God we are to be signs of that kingdom, for there is an element in which it has already come, as Jesus has already come and left with us the Spirit so the risen Christ is present with us throughout the ages, yet he is also as Son of Man coming again in glory to bring in fullness his rule of justice and love. In the meantime we are to be found loyal and true to him in our love for others, particularly anyone in need. And we will find that people are drawn to this Good Shepherd who loves all people.
