
The Least of These in the Worst of Days
Matthew 25:31-46

1. Reactions to our current societal situation have caused me to think often this week
about Jesus words to his disciples related to caring for the least of these.
a. I want to take some time this morning to focus on the revelation Jesus gives in

Matthew 25 relative to the final judgment before the throne of the King that is the
context for what he says about people whom he calls “the least of these.”

b. Let’s look at
i. The context for his teaching about “the least of these”
ii. Then the content of his teaching about “the least of these”
iii. Then some considerations from his teaching about “the least of these”

2. Jesus makes this revelation of final judgment following parables designed to
motivate listeners to personally prepare for his final return.
a. Parables

i. Introduced by the ideas in Matthew 24
(1) that no one knows the day or hour of his return
(2) That the servant is blessed whose master will find him taking care

of business when he returns
ii. Parables in Matthew 25

(1) Parable of the ten virgins reveals the time for preparation is now,
not once the door is closed

(2) Parable of the talents reveals the need to work now, for there is no
make up time once the Master returns

b. Revelation of final judgment
i. He does certify that every human being will face God’s righteous

judgment on the last day.
ii. But his primary purpose is to teach about life now in preparation for life

then.
iii. We prepare for judgment then by having in us the heart of Christ

now.

T.S. Let’s look more closely at the content of this revelation of the final judgment.

3. The Revelation of the Final Judgment Matthew 25:31-46
a. Jesus Himself will be the Judge upon the throne
b. He will gather all the nations

i. (ethnos) - people groups, cultures, societies
ii. Suggests that the distinctions that count here are not worldly or political or

cultural since everyone faces the same Judge at the same time
iii. He separates them into two groups based on his identification and criteria
iv. He examines them according to the same criteria

(1) Criteria
(a) Hungry - feed



(b) Thirsty - drink
(c) Stranger - welcome
(d) Naked - clothe
(e) Sick - visit
(f) Prisoner - come

(2) Point of contention: did or didn’t do to the “least of these”
(a) Those who did - inherit the kingdom prepared for them

from the foundation of the world and eternal life
(b) Those who did not - will go away to eternal punishment

4. Three Observations
a. CAUTION: Beware taking a Pharisaic approach to these words of Jesus

i. Pharisees treated God’s Law as a checklist to be followed
(1) Hands washed to an inch past the elbow
(2) Linen shirt not sewn with cotton thread
(3) Mutton not bacon for breakfast

ii. Jesus interpreted God’s Law as a model for the heart
(1) Follow Jesus and he will always take you to the heart.

(a) Is this right or wrong Jesus?
(b) Where is your heart? What’s in your heart?

(2) Matthew 5:27–28 (ESV) 27 “You have heard that it was said,
‘You shall not commit adultery.’ 28 But I say to you that
everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already
committed adultery with her in his heart.

(3) The checklist says do or don’t but Jesus points to the attitude of the
heart as the place sin begins

iii. Jesus 
(1) is not judging according to a checklist but according to the

condition of the heart toward people in need
(2) In fact, he is judging the degree to which each heart is a

manifestation of his own heart. 
(a) Jesus, his heart filled with the Spirit, acts with compassion

toward sinners
(i) Luke 4:18–19 (ESV)  “The Spirit of the Lord is

upon me,    because he has anointed me to
proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to
proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of
sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are
oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s
favor.”

(ii) That’s a mission of mercy, of compassion, of
personal sacrifice that can only be sustained over
time by the Holy Spirit filling the heart with divine
love

(b) Jesus, his heart filled with faith and devotion to the glory of



God, acts in accord with the will and work of God.
(i) John 5:19 (ESV) So Jesus said to them, “Truly,

truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his
own accord, but only what he sees the Father
doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son
does likewise.

(ii) The Father is the model and pattern for every action
the Son takes. But, it is not merely an imitation of
action, it is an adoption of attitude!

(c) Jesus, his heart filled with love, engages people without
prejudice.
(i) The centurion of Matthew 8:5-13
(ii) The Samaritan woman of John 4:9
(iii) The demoniac of Mark 5:1-20
(iv) The leper of Mark 1:40-42 (where Jesus refuses to

allow required social distancing prevent love from
reaching a needy heart)

(3) The criterium Jesus uses in the final judgment is His own heart
and to what degree any of us has manifested His heart in our
lives.

(4) The pressing question: How can I have a heart like Jesus now that
will prepare me for His judgment then?

T.S. I want to come back to this important question in a moment, but first there are two
other observations worth making.

b. The identity of the “least of these” depends on perspective
i. Matthew 25:45 (ESV) 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.’

ii. From the perspective of the sheep and goats, the “least of these” are people
experiencing greater personal need than the majority of others

iii. If “the least of these” is relative, then, from the perspective of Jesus, the
“least of these” is everyone.
(1) In that he is the firstborn of all creation, and therefore the elder

brother of all
(2) In that he is the perfect, sinless representative of the entire human

race
(3) Every sinful person is desperately needy relative to Christ, thus he

may speak of the least of these and mean everyone other than
himself.

iv. That means for us, who have and desire the heart and mercy and
compassion and devotion of Jesus to the glory of God, no one can
rightly be excluded from our ministry of love for they, and we, are all
the least of these.



c. Jesus identifies as both the recipient and the supplier when His heart is manifest in
the world.
i. Matthew 25:40 (ESV) 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.’
(1) To me - for my benefit
(2) To me - on my behalf

ii. In those moments of self-sacrificing love we are acting both for Christ’s
benefit and on his behalf
(1) Benefit

(a) Jesus experienced, at some point in his life, all the
conditions he calls to mind: hungry, thirsty, a stranger,
naked, sick, imprisoned

(b) Each time we are moved by love to love one in need, Jesus
counts it as though we are ministering to him directly in his
need. 

(2) Behalf: By the same token, in those moments of self-sacrificing
love, we are acting on Christ’s behalf, loving the unlovely just as
he has loved us.

5. How do we love the least of these in the worst of days? 
a. How do we manifest the heart of Jesus toward the people around us?
b. Two Requirements

i. We have to get a right heart
(1) Acts 8:21–22 (ESV) You have neither part nor lot in this matter,

for your heart is not right before God. 22 Repent, therefore, of
this wickedness of yours, and pray to the Lord that, if possible,
the intent of your heart may be forgiven you.

(2) Psalm 51:10 (ESV) Create in me a clean heart, O God, and
renew a right spirit within me.

(3) You must be born again!
(a) Ezekiel 36:26 (ESV) And I will give you a new heart, and

a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the
heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of
flesh.

(b) John 3:3 (ESV) Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say
to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God.”

(4) Worship with passion!
(a) Ephesians 5:18–21 (ESV) And do not get drunk with

wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit,
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and
spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord
with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything



to God the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,
submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.

ii. Get a right perspective
(1) Ecclesiastes three - the inclusiveness of biblical language
(2) Everyone around you has some need which can be addressed

by the love of Jesus working through you
(a) Feeding international students - when you make your food

order, how about checking with a neighbor and seeing if
they need anything?

(b) Depressed/discouraged - 
(i) sending a message of hope and remembrance
(ii) Care Center residents

(c) Weary/overworked - patience w/o complaining or whining


