
“The Sheep and Goat Judgment” 
(Matthew 25:31-46) 

 
 
 

 This morning we come to one of the most important passages in all the Scriptures, 
and it’s important for a very obvious reason – it tells us what is going to happen on one of 
the most important days for us personally in the history of the world:  the Day of Christ’s 
Judgment.  It tells us, first of all, that there will be a day of judgment, a day of reckoning 
– as we saw last week – a day when we will all have to give an account of the 
stewardship the Lord entrusted to us, when everything we have ever done will be brought 
into judgment by the Lord Jesus Christ.  It tells us what the basis of that judgment will be, 
what it is the Lord will be looking at in our lives that will serve as the grounds of His 
judgment.  And it tells us what will happen to those who pass that judgment and to those 
who fail.  I know that now is a time for final exams for many of our youth here.  But can 
you think of a more important final exam than this one?  If you spend a lot of time 
preparing for a final to pass a class, how much more should you be preparing for this test 
on which your life and salvation depend?  That’s what I want for us to focus on this 
morning:  The Day of Judgment is coming, and so we need to get ready for it.   
 What I want us to see in our passage this morning are two things:  1) First, that 
Jesus says there is a day of judgment coming, and 2) Second, that on that day, Jesus will 
reward or punish every person according to what they have done and not according to 
what they have professed.   
 First, let’s consider the fact that Jesus says there is a day of judgment coming.  I 
don’t think there can be any question that this is what He is talking about here – the day 
He comes in His glory to judge the nations, just before He brings in His eternal kingdom.  
It’s the same judgment we read about in other parts of Scripture.  Jesus says in John 5:28-
29, “Do not marvel at this; for an hour is coming, in which all who are in the tombs shall 
hear His voice, and shall come forth; those who did the good deeds to a resurrection of 
life, those who committed the evil deeds to a resurrection of judgment.”  Paul writes, 
“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may be 
recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or 
bad” (2 Cor. 5:10).  And John writes, “Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat 
upon it, from whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for 
them.  And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and books 
were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were 
judged from the things which were written in the books, according to their deeds” (Rev. 
20:11-12).  Here is the final judgment, when everyone who has ever lived, or who ever 
will live, will give an account of their lives.  It will take place when Jesus Christ comes 
again in His glory – not like the first time when He came in His humiliation to work out 
salvation, but in His glory, at the end of human history, with His holy angels, to set up 
His throne for judgment.  The Bible doesn’t tell us the day or the hour, but it does tell us 
that it is coming.   
 And so first we see that there is a day of judgment coming.  But when it comes, 
what is it that Jesus will be looking for in the lives of those gathered for judgment that 
will determine whether they enter heaven or hell?  What will He be looking for in our 
lives?  We need to know, so we can get ready.  He tells us here that He will be looking at 
our works.  And this brings us to the second point:  On that day, the Lord Jesus will judge 
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each person according to what they have done, not merely according to what they have 
professed.  I think Christians often get the false idea that it doesn’t really matter to the 
Lord what we do in our service to Him, or if it does, it doesn’t matter very much.  After 
all, Jesus has done it all.  He has done everything that is necessary to save us and bring us 
to heaven.  Now if this is true, why should it matter what we do?  We can’t add anything 
to the work of Christ, can we?  We certainly can’t improve on it.  Every work we do, 
even by God’s grace, falls infinitely short of His glory.  If this is the case, why should the 
Lord be interested in whether or not we do anything for Him?   

Now that might even be what we think, but what does Jesus say here?  He says 
that on that day, He will gather all the nations together and separate them as a shepherd 
separates the sheep from the goats.  The sheep He will put on His right hand – the place 
of blessing – and the goats He will put on His left – the place of curse.  And then He will 
pronounce the blessing of eternal life on the sheep, and the curse of eternal damnation 
upon the goats.  But what will be the reason He uses for pronouncing these judgments?  
What will be the basis upon which He will bless or curse?  Notice verses 34 through 36, 
“Then the King will say to those on His right, ‘Come, you who are blessed of My Father, 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.  For [or because] 
I was hungry, and you gave Me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me 
something to drink; I was a stranger, and you invited Me in; naked, and you clothed Me; I 
was sick, and you visited Me; I was in prison, and you came to Me.’”  Likewise, look at 
verses 41 through 43, “Then He will also say to those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, 
accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels; 
for [or because] I was hungry, and you gave Me nothing to eat; I was thirsty, and you 
gave Me nothing to drink; I was a stranger, and you did not invite Me in; naked, and you 
did not clothe Me; sick, and in prison, and you did not visit Me.’”  The basis of His 
judgment, the reason He will give to either group the blessings of heaven or the curses of 
hell, is simply because of what they did or didn’t do, not merely because they did or 
didn’t profess Him as Lord and Savior.   

Notice that this judgment will not be based on the sin they did or didn’t do, but on 
the good they did or didn’t do.  In other words, it’s not their sins of commission that are 
primarily in view – the things they did which God commanded them not to do, such as 
blaspheming God, breaking His Sabbath, committing adultery, or murder, dishonoring 
their parents, or stealing – but their sins of omission – the things they were supposed to 
do, but didn’t, such as giving food to the hungry, clothing the naked, showing hospitality 
to strangers in need, or visiting the sick or those in prison.  Now it’s not that sins of 
commission are not important to the Lord, or that they won’t also form part of the basis 
on which the Lord either rewards or condemns.  But it’s probably that good works, or the 
lack of them, speak louder to God than simply avoiding sin.   

But notice one last thing:  these good works that were done or not done, as the 
case may be, were not done just to anyone, but to the Lord Himself.  Jesus says, “I was 
hungry . . . I was thirsty . . . I was a stranger . . . I was naked . . . I was sick . . . and I was 
in prison” (vv. 35-36).  But when have we – or anyone else who has ever lived since the 
death, resurrection and ascension of Christ – ever had the opportunity to minister to 
Christ?  That is what both the righteous and the wicked will ask Him on that day, “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 invite You in, or naked, and clothe You?  And when did 
we see You sick, or in prison, and come to You?” (vv. 37-39; cf. vv. 44).  Neither group 
will have even been aware that they were doing or not doing these things to Jesus.  So 
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what does He mean?  Jesus tells us, “Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to 
one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me” (v. 40).  
Obviously, what He means is that whatever we do or don’t do to meet the needs of our 
brothers and sisters in Christ, we are doing or not doing to Him.  Jesus is in heaven, and 
we are on the earth.  But that doesn’t mean we can’t minister to Him.  We can minister to 
Him everyday by showing love and kindness to His brethren, because whatever we do to 
them, we are also doing to Him.  When we show our love to God’s people, we are also 
showing our love to Christ.   
 And so, are our works important to the Lord?  You better believe they are.  What 
we do in this life, especially what we do toward our brothers and sisters, will be used by 
Christ to determine whether we spend an eternity in heaven or hell.  In each place in the 
Bible where this judgment is spoken of, we have the resounding chorus that everyone 
will be judged “according to his works” (John 5:28-29; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:11-12).  
Listen to what Paul writes in Romans 2:4-8, “Or do you think lightly of the riches of His 
kindness and tolerance and patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to 
repentance?  But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up 
wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God, 
who will render to each person according to his deeds:  to those who by perseverance in 
doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, eternal life; but to those who are 
selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and 
indignation.”  Our works are very important to God!   
 But now does the Lord mean to say here that we are saved by our works?  
Absolutely not.  Just as the Bible is clear that we will all be judged according to what we 
have done, it is equally clear that our salvation does not at all depend on our works, but 
on Christ’s.  Listen to what Paul writes to Titus, “But when the kindness of God our 
Savior and His love for mankind appeared, He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which 
we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of 
regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom He poured out upon us richly 
through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by His grace we would be made 
heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (Titus 3:4-7).   

But now how can both of these things be true – we will be judged by our works, 
but saved because of Christ’s work?  The answer is really quite easy:  Simply put, our 
works speak louder than our words.  This is what James tells us in the second chapter of 
his letter, in verses 14-17, “What use is it, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but 
he has no works?  Can that faith save him?  If a brother or sister is without clothing and 
in need of daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be 
filled,’ and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that?  
Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself.”  Our works do not save us, but 
show whether our faith is true or false.  They reveal what’s in our hearts.  They show 
whether we are good or bad.  Listen to what Jesus says in Matthew 7:15-20, “Beware of 
the false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous 
wolves.  You will know them by their fruits.  Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes 
nor figs from thistles, are they?  So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad tree 
bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good 
fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.  So 
then, you will know them by their fruits.”  Jesus says a good tree bears good fruit and a 
bad tree bears bad fruit.  The fruit doesn’t make the tree good or bad, it only reveals 
whether the tree is a good tree or a bad tree.  That is why the Lord will judge our fruits on 
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that day and not merely our professions, and reward or punish us accordingly.  But let’s 
not forget what it is that makes the tree good or bad:  As we saw before, it is only the 
grace of God in Jesus Christ.  Those who receive God’s grace and trust in the Lord Jesus 
Christ have been made into good trees, and they will bear good fruit, the kind of fruit that 
Jesus tells us about here; and they will eventually be received into heaven, notice, purely 
by the grace of God in Jesus Christ.  But those who do not receive His grace, who do not 
trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, are bad trees, and they will not bear good fruit, but bad; and 
they will eventually be cast into hell.  Remember that the only difference between the 
slaves who were given the talents is what they did with them.  The two slaves who were 
faithful used their talents to serve their Lord.  The unfaithful slave didn’t.  Here it’s the 
same.  The sheep took what Christ gave them and used it to minister to Him.  But the 
goats didn’t.  We are not saved by our works.  Our works only reveal what we truly are 
and where we will one day end up.   

And so in closing this morning, I would ask you what your works reveal about 
you?  Do they show that you are a sheep or a goat?  If you were put on trial in a court of 
law, would there be enough evidence to convict you of being a Christian?  Now you 
don’t need to raise your hand or walk the aisle, but it would be wise for you to examine 
your heart.  Now is the time to judge yourself, certainly not on the day of judgment.  
Then it will be too late.  There are no second chances.  Then it won’t be possible to move 
from one group to the other.  Now it is.  Are the fruits of righteousness in you, maybe not 
these specific examples, but others like them?  Are you doing what the Lord commands 
you to do?  Even though your best efforts fall infinitely short, are you striving to do what 
is right?  Are you getting back up on your feet when you sin and moving forward?  Do 
you allow the Lord to reprove you and teach you His holy ways, through sermons like 
this?  Are you learning day by day how much more you need Jesus Christ and are you 
trusting Him more and looking to Him more?  This is what you will do, if you are one of 
His sheep.  His grace working in you will make sure that you do.  And if you are, your 
efforts, your work of love to Christ, will not be in vain.  The Lord will reward you on that 
day.  Not only will He receive you into heaven, into eternal joy and bliss, but He will also 
reward you for every work, for every sacrifice, for every persecution you have endured 
for Him.  The Lord will bless you, so continue to persevere.  Paul writes, “And let us not 
lose heart in doing good, for in due time we shall reap if we do not grow weary” (Gal. 
6:9).   

But, on the other hand, what if you find that you really resemble a goat more than 
a sheep this morning, what should do?  You should look to Christ in faith now.  You 
should trust in Him to save you from your sins and to give you the strength to live the life 
He calls you to live.  You cannot save yourself apart from Christ.  Your works will never 
be good enough.  Even the ones you think you have done mean nothing to Him apart 
from Christ.  Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved.   

People of God, there is a day of judgment coming in which all of our works will 
be laid bare before God.  May the Lord grant that each one of us here this morning will 
be able to stand on that day clothed in His righteousness and that each of our lives would 
testify to that fact by being adorned with the gracious fruit of good works.  Amen.   


