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Matthew 25:31-46, strictly speaking, is not a parable but has parabolic elements (a shepherd, sheep, 

goats).  

25:31 “But when the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will 

sit on His glorious throne.  

25:32 All the nations will be gathered before Him; and He will separate them from one 

another, as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats;  

25:33 and He will put the sheep on His right, and the goats on the left. 

The Son of Man coming in glory is a reference to Christ’s second coming (cf. Matt. 24:29-31). There are 

clear allusions to Zechariah 14:5 and Daniel 7. When Christ comes, all the nations will be summoned 

before Christ’s tribunal and He will separate them as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, as 

the tares and wheat are separated at the harvest, the good fish and the bad at the shore, the wheat and 

chaff on the threshing floor. The sheep will be put on His right (the place of power) and the goats on the 

left. 

25:34 “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.  

25:35 For 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;  

25:36 naked, and you clothed Me; I was sick, and you visited Me; I was in prison, and you 

came to Me.’  

25:37 Then the righteous will answer Him, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry, and feed You, 

or thirsty, and give You something to drink?  

25:38 And when did we see You a stranger, and invite You in, or naked, and clothe You?  

25:39 When did we see You sick, or in prison, and come to You?’  

25:40 The King will answer and say to them, ‘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.’ 

In Daniel 7:13-14 the Son of Man appears before the Ancient of Days and receives a kingdom, so the 

switch from “Son of Man” in verse 31 to “King” in verse 34 is not unnatural.  

Daniel 7:13-14: 

13 “I kept looking in the night visions, 

And behold, with the clouds of heaven 

One like a Son of Man was coming, 

And He came up to the Ancient of Days 

And was presented before Him. 
14 “And to Him was given dominion, 

Glory and a kingdom, 

That all the peoples, nations and men of every language 

Might serve Him. 

His dominion is an everlasting dominion 

Which will not pass away; 

And His kingdom is one 

Which will not be destroyed. 
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Those on the King’s right inherit the kingdom. An inheritance is something that comes as a gift, not a 

result of being earned. Their inheritance is the consummated kingdom. That is, they are assured a place 

in the kingdom.  

Giving the kingdom as an inheritance is not an afterthought but was always in the plan of God. Jesus 

says it was “prepared from the foundation of the world” (cf. Jn. 17:24; Eph. 1:4; 1 Pet. 1:20).  

The reason that they are welcomed into the kingdom is because they served the King’s brothers (25:40). 

This is not contradicting salvation by grace. Paul also teaches in 2 Corinthians 5:10 that “we must all 

appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the 

body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.” 

The reaction of the sheep forbids us from thinking that they were serving the King’s brothers so that 

they would be rewarded for it – if that was the case, they would not have been surprised when they 

were told that their actions were done for Christ which resulted in their entrance into the kingdom 

(25:37-39, 44). That is, their surprise at the King’s reason for giving them the kingdom as their 

inheritance shows that they were not trying to impress the King through their service to others. They 

were not being kind to others so that they would earn eternal life. Their motives were pure. Their 

actions were the evidence of who they really were. 

It follows that the parable is providing a test that eliminates hypocrisy. If this sort of conduct 

were simply a set of external criteria, then many of the goats would have been glad to make 

their hospital calls in order to pass the test. But in fact it is far more subtle. True disciples will 

pass an examination not because they are trying to pass an examination but because they will 

love His brothers and sisters – and therefore Jesus. Goats will fail because of course they will not 

particularly care for Jesus’ brothers and sisters, and thus will be rejecting the Messiah Himself 

(10:40-42) - just as Saul, in persecuting Christians, was actually persecuting Jesus (Acts 9:5). 

Thus not only are Jesus’ followers to await His return, but they must do so in a closely-knit 

fellowship. One’s attitude to that fellowship of Messiah’s brothers and sisters infallibly betrays 

whether one is a sheep or a goat, destined in the one case for eternal life, and then the other for 

eternal punishment.  (Carson, God With Us, 149, 150).  

“These brothers of mine” (25:40) are Jesus’ disciples, not humanity in general or the Jewish people. 

Although we should love everyone (even our enemies), the human race is never referred to as Jesus’ 

brothers. This is clear from Matthew12:48, 49 where Jesus makes a distinction between His physical 

family and His followers: “’Who is My mother and who are My brothers?’ And stretching out His hand 

toward His disciples, He said, ‘Behold My mother and My brothers! For whoever does the will of My 

Father who is in heaven, he is My brother and sister and mother’” (cf.; 28:10). In a similar way, in 

speaking of His followers, Jesus said, “whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me” (Matt. 

18:5; also see John 8:44 and 1 John 3:10). 

25:41 “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;  

25:42 for I was hungry, and you gave Me nothing to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me 

nothing to drink;  
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25:43 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.’  

25:44 Then they themselves also will answer, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry, or thirsty, or 

a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not take care of You?’  

25:45 Then He will answer them, ‘Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did not do it to one 

of the least of these, you did not do it to Me.’  

The mistreatment of Jesus’ brothers is mistreatment of Him and the basis for being assigned to the 

eternal fire. 

However, as Thomas points out: 

This is not the only ground for condemning people to eternal punishment, however. During his 

ministry on earth, Jesus taught many others. Sometimes He emphasized the consequences of 

the wrong kinds of external fruit, such as calling someone a fool (Matt 5:22), having lustful 

desires (Matt 5:28-30), choosing the broad way rather than the narrow one (Matt 7:13: Luke 

13:24-30), or practicing lawlessness (Matt 7:23). Other types of actions He connected with 

eternal loss include careless words spoken (Matt 12:35-37), a false profession of faith (Matt 

13:37-43), wickedness (Matt 13:49-50), a wrong value system (Matt 16:25-26; Mark 8:35-37), 

becoming a stumbling-block to others (Matt 18:70-9; Mark 9:42-49), failure to dress properly for 

a wedding feast (Matt 22:12-13), hypocrisy (Matt 23:2- 33), a lack of watchfulness (Matt 4:50-

51), a lack of readiness (Matt 25:10-12), a lack of diligence (Matt 25:29-30; Luke 12:45-48), an 

“eat, drink, and be merry” philosophy (Luke 12:20), and a failure to respond to God’s Word 

(Luke 16:23-31). 

But Jesus gave closer attention to the root of such adverse activities, the inner condition of a 

person’s heart. He spoke of the consequences of a lack of faith in Israel: “I have not found such 

faith with anyone in Israel  . . . The sons of the kingdom will be cast out into outer darkness; 

there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth there” (Matt 8:10, 12). He denounced a lack of 

repentance in those who had witnessed His miracles: “Then He began to upbraid the cities in 

which His greatest miracles had occurred, because they did not repent” (Matt 11:20-24; Luke 

10:15). He noted the severe consequences of unbelief: “Then the Lord of that servant will come 

in a day when he does not expect and in an hour which he does not know and will cut him in 

two and assign his part with those who are unbelieving” (Luke 12:46). He promised the 

condemnation of those who fail to trust the one and only Son of God: “The one who believes in 

Him is not condemned, but the one who does not believe has been condemned already, 

because he has not believed in the name of the one and only Son of God” (John 3:18). He 

touched on the consequences of failure to hear Christ’s word and believe on Him who sent 

Christ: “Truly, truly I say to you that the one who hears My word and believes the one who sent 

me has eternal life, and shall not come into condemnation, but has passed from death to life” 

(John 5:24). He also spoke bluntly of the result of not abiding in Christ: “Unless one abides in 

Me, he is thrown outside as a branch and is burned, and they gather them and throw them into 

the fire and they are burned” (John 15:6). The ultimate basis for a negative pronouncement by 

the Lord in future judgment will be a person’s inner condition. Jesus was very clear about the 

root of evil being the human personality: “The thing coming from within man, that defiles the 

man. For from within, from the heart of men, come evil reasonings, fornications, thefts, 
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murders, adulteries, covetousness, iniquities, guile, licentiousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, 

arrogance, foolishness. All these things that are evil proceed from within and defile the man” 

(Mark 7:20-23). A person’s inner condition is the ultimate basis for his placement among the 

goats’ lack of faith, repentance, and abiding in Christ.  

(Thomas, Jesus’ View of Eternal Punishment; TMSJ 9/2 (Fall 1998) 147-167)  

25:46 These will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 

The generally accepted, historic position of the church has been that after the final resurrection and 

judgment, mankind will either live blessedly in the presence of God or live in conscious torment in the 

fires of hell away from the presence of God forever. Some, however, claim that the Bible does not teach 

a conscious, eternal punishment, but annihilation that is eternal (irreversible); that is, their punishment 

is eternal in the sense that the consequences last forever.  

Jesus viewed hell as real, awful, and eternal. 

In Matthew 18:8 He says, “If your hand or your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from 

you; it is better for you to enter life crippled or lame, than to have two hands or two feet and be cast 

into the eternal fire.” 

In Matthew 10:28 it says, “Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather 

fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” 

In Luke 16 Jesus tells the story of an impious sinner tortured by unquenchable thirst, and a painful but 

unmitigated anxiety about his brothers who may end up in the same place.  

In Mark 9:47-48 Jesus refers to Isiah 66:24 and warns about being cast into hell “where their worm does 

not die, and the fire is not quenched.” 

John 3:36 says, “He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son will not 

see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.” Elsewhere in John eternal life is juxtaposed to “perish” (Jn. 

3:16; 10:28), “condemned” (Jn. 3:18; 5:24, 28), “judgment” (Jn. 5:22, 30), “death” (Jn. 5;24, and “die” 

(Jn. 6:40). The blessed state is logically the opposite of the condemned state of eternal destruction. If 

salvation and conscious bliss are everlasting, so are perdition and conscious torment (Yarbrough, Hell 

Under Fire, 75).  

In Matthew 25:46 the same word (eternal) that modifies “punishment” modifies “life”. The symmetry is 

starkly simple. If there is eternal life (unending life), then there is eternal (unending) punishment.  

Revelation 20:15 also says that “those who are 'not written in the book of life' are cast into the lake of 

fire,' where they are 'tormented for ever and ever'” (cf. Rev. 20:10). If someone is annihilated, they 

aren’t being tormented.  

2 Thessalonians 2:9 says of the unbelieving: “These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away 

from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power”.  This text is seemingly meaningless if 

eternal destruction meant annihilation. Why would Paul describe people who have been annihilated as 

being separate from the presence of God? Rather, the vocabulary and the implied contrast to believers 

in the presence of God point to eternal existence in a ruinous state. 
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Revelation 14:9-11 states, “Then another angel, a third one, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If 

anyone worships the beast and his image, and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, he also 

will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is mixed in full strength in the cup of His anger; and he 

will be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the 

Lamb. And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever; they have no rest day and night, those 

who worship the beast and his image, and whoever receives the mark of his name.” “The smoke of their 

torment goes up forever and ever” parallels they “have no rest day or night”. The same concept is found 

in Revelation 20:10: “they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.” This shows there will be a 

conscious, ceaseless punishment. There will be no rest as long as the duration of the suffering continues.  

The focus in Revelation 22:15 is the New Jerusalem whose occupants have washed their robes (22:14). 

Those who have not and are unclean dwell outside, implying a continuing existence, not a non-

existence. 

Matthew 10:15; 11:22, 24 and Luke 10:12, 14; 20:47 point to the idea that there will be degrees of 

punishment in Gehenna for unbelievers appropriate to the evil deeds done during one’s life. This would 

strongly argue against annihilationism which basically says that all are instantly annihilated. What would 

“degrees” of annihilation mean?  

Overview of God’s Judgment 

1. The final judgment is a definite future event, when the eternal destiny of men and of angels shall be 

finally determined and publicly manifested. 

The Scriptures abound in passages which set forth God as the moral ruler of men; which declare 

that He will judge the world in righteousness. The Bible represents Him as the judge of nations 

and of individuals; as the avenger of the poor and the persecuted. It abounds also in promises 

and in threatenings, and in illustrations of the righteous judgments of God. Nothing, therefore, 

is plainer than that men in this world are subject to the moral government of God. Besides this, 

the Bible also teaches that there is a future state of reward and punishment, in which the 

inequalities and anomalies here permitted shall be adjusted (Hodge, Systematic Theology, III, 

846). 

2. Christ is to be the judge. 

• John 5:22-23: “For not even the Father judges anyone, but He has given all judgment to the Son, 

so that all will honor the Son even as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son 

does not honor the Father who sent Him.” 

• Acts 17:31: “He [God] has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness through 

a Man whom He has appointed, having furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the 

dead.” 

3. This judgment is to take place at the second coming of Christ.  

Matthew 25:31-46 sets forth the whole process of the judgment.  

In the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares (Matt. 13:37-43) we are also taught that the final separation 

between the righteous and the wicked is to take place at the end of the age, when the Son of Man sends 

forth His angels to gather out of His kingdom all things that offend.  
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4. The persons to be judged are men and angels. 

Christ is to come to judge and “all nations are to stand before Him” (Matt. 25:32). “We must all appear 

before the judgment-seat of Christ” (2 Cor. 5:10). “He will render to every man according to his works” 

(Rev. 20:13).  This judgment, therefore, is absolutely universal; it includes both small and great; and all 

the generations of men. With regard to the evil angels, it is said “if God did not spare angels when they 

sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to pits of darkness, reserved for judgment” (2 Pet. 

2:4). 

5. The ground or matter of judgment is said to be the “deeds done in the body.”  

God’s judgment is based on what men have done (Psa. 62:12; Pro. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; 25:14; Matt. 16:27; 

Jo. 5:29; Ro. 2:5-9; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 2:23; 20:12-13) including actions done in secret (2 Cor. 4:2; Eph. 

5:12, 13). God will also judge the secrets of the heart (Ro. 2:16). Because God judges according to truth 

(Ro. 2:2), He includes the motive behind the action as well as the action itself. Lastly, men will even be 

judged on what they say (Matt. 12:36). 

6. Men are to be judged according to the light which they have received.  

God’s judgment is based on men’s response to revelation available to them. Those who have received 

greater revelation will have greater responsibility (Matt. 11:21-24; Lk. 10:12-14; Ro. 2:12-16). Some sins 

will be judged more severely than others (Matt. 12:31; 1 Jo. 5:16; 1 Cor. 6:18).  

Our Lord says that it shall be more tolerable, in the day of judgment, for Tyre and Sidon, than for the 

men of His generation. Paul says that the unbelieving are inexcusable, because although they knew God, 

they didn’t glorify Him as God.  He also lays down the principle that they who sin without law, shall be 

judged without law; and that they who have sinned in the law shall be judged by the law. 

Each individual and each individual’s sin will be taken into account. This does not imply that there are 

different conditions of salvation, nor does it mean that relatively good people will be saved. Every sin, 

no matter how minute it appears to us is a serious offence to God and will be punished.  

Thus, though all will face judgment, all will not be judged by the same criteria. Those who have heard 

the gospel and reject it will be held accountable for their action. Those who have not heard it will be 

accountable for the revelation they had received.  All men have been exposed to God’s revelation in 

creation, conscience, and God’s providence. All men must respond to the light they have no matter how 

limited it is. Although men may feel that they have not received ample revelation to lead them to God, 

when God reveals the secrets of their hearts it will be found that that they suppressed (Ro. 1:18) and 

perverted (Ro. 1:25) the little light they had. God’s judgment will prove to be just. 

7. At the judgment of the last day the destiny of the righteous and of the wicked shall be unalterably 

determined.  

This is taught in the solemn words of Matthew 25:46: “These will go away into eternal punishment, but 

the righteous into eternal life.” 


