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Sermon for The Last Sunday 
of the Church Year 

 

 

Serving the Least of These 

One of the bedrock tenets of the Christian faith, especially 
within Lutheranism, is the understanding that sinful man is 
not saved by his works, but through faith alone in God’s 
grace alone, which He freely bestows upon us because of 
the life, death, and resurrection of Christ alone.  This is what 
faithful Christians have always believed, and if you’re like 
me, you find immeasurable peace and comfort in this 
doctrine of the faith.  Let’s face it: If it were up to me and my 
good works to earn even a little bit of forgiveness; to earn 
even a moment of God’s grace and heavenly glory, all hope 
would be lost.  I would be a goner.  Eternal hellfire is all I 
would have to look forward to.  But thankfully that is not the 
case.  For you are saved by grace, through faith, and not by 
works, lest any man should boast.  

And yet as we turn our ears to the Old Testament and 
Gospel lessons for today, we are faced with the ugly 

Text: Matthew 25:40 
 
Truly I tell you, whatever you did 
for one of the least of these 
brothers and sisters of mine, you 
did for me.’ 
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possibility that our salvation does hinge on our works: On 
what we do.  I know this is easy to see in the Gospel lesson.  
I was hungry and you gave me food.  I was thirsty and you 
gave me drink.  I was a stranger and you welcomed me.  I 
was naked and you clothed me.  I was sick and you visited 
me.  I was in prison and you came to me.  When you did it to 
one of the least of my brothers, you did it to me. I don’t care 
how you dice it up.  You can’t get away from the emphasis 
on personal works; personal works that seem to lead to 
salvation, or a lack of personal works which apparently lead 
to damnation.   

Even in the Old Testament lesson, we hear about the 
damnable nature of works.  The Lord God Himself states 
unequivocally that those fat sheep; that is, those Israelite 
sheep who willingly trod down their fellow sheep in need, 
butting them out of the way with the shoulder and the horns, 
scattering them abroad so as to have all the goods and glory 
to themselves; those fat sheep are going to be judged by 
God Himself, and it won’t turn out well.  Because of their 
wicked, selfish, and self-serving ways, they are going to find 
themselves treated by God no differently than unbelieving 
goats and devils.  Not good, indeed.  

So where does this leave us today?  If you’re like me, you 
hear these works-related outcomes and you begin to worry 
at least, you ought to, if you’re honest.  As I said earlier, if 
my salvation is contingent upon what I do or don’t do, I’m in 
a world of hurt.  I have no hope.  Perhaps even worse than 
this (although I don’t think there is anything worse than an 
eternal future that includes hell) is the fact that God seems to 
contradict Himself.  What are we to believe?  If I open the 
Bible to one page, I hear that I’m saved by grace, and my 
works have no role in my salvation, but if I open to a different 
page, I hear that my works (or lack thereof) get me a one-
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way ticket to either heaven or eternal hellfire.  What can I 
believe?  What can I trust?   

Here’s the thing: If one is saved simply by doing the right 
thing, then why did Jesus have to come to earth and die?  If 
we can save ourselves, even a little bit, by simply doing 
good deeds, then we have to agree with St. Paul and 
conclude that Jesus died in vain.  If we can do a little, we 
can do a lot, right?  Just try harder.  But take careful note of 
what the Gospel text is saying.  Did the blessed sheep ever 
take pride or put stock in their works?  Did they ever base 
their hope of salvation on their works?  When the moment of 
judgment came, did they hold up their works as a reason for 
why they should be declared righteous sheep?  I don’t see 
it.  How does God tell us we are saved?  For we hold that 
man is justified by faith, apart from any works of the law 
(Romans 3).  For by grace you have been saved, through 
faith.  And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not 
a result of works, lest anyone should boas (Ephesians 2:8-
9).  So I guess we’re back to struggling with an apparent 
contradiction?  

NO!  There is no contradiction here.  This is yet another 
example of saving faith and God-pleasing works going 
together in the life of a faithful, repentant Christian.  This is 
another example of justification and sanctification in action in 
the life of God’s little lambs.  But notice the order, though.  
Saving faith precedes any and all truly God-pleasing works.  
Saving faith naturally and effortlessly produces God-pleasing 
works.  This is what Martin Luther spoke about when he 
likened the life of the Christian to an apple tree.  The apple 
tree doesn’t bear fruit in order to be deemed an apple tree.  
It bears fruit simply BECAUSE it is an apple tree.  It doesn’t 
think about it or scheme up ways to be recognized as an 
apple tree.  The fruit of the apple tree naturally springs forth, 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ephesians%202.8-9
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ephesians%202.8-9
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without any effort, from the heart of the tree.  It bears good 
fruit because that’s just what good fruit trees do.  

Consider, again, the blessed sheep in our Gospel lesson.  
They had no idea that they had served Christ when they 
were doing their simple, everyday acts of love and charity 
toward their neighbors.  In fact, the truly God-pleasing works 
that our Lord praised them for were completely unknown to 
them, as is evidenced in their response: Lord, when did we 
do these things? Do you see true humility and trust at work 
here?  Did they do what they did in order to be saved?  Did 
their deeds save them, or were those deeds simply the result 
of being saved; the good fruits that naturally sprang forth 
from their saving faith?  Understood through the lens of 
Christ’s cross and justification, the answer is clear.   

Now, that’s not to say that the goats weren’t good or nice 
people who didn’t perform good deeds.  That’s often wrongly 
assumed at this point.  It’s often wrongly assumed that the 
goats were mean and rotten and only served up one evil 
thing after another.  Notice: We’re never told that the goats 
didn’t perform good deeds for their fellow man.  We’re told 
that they didn’t perform these deeds for Christ.  There is a 
difference!  How many people do you know perform 
wonderful and tremendous acts of charity and fundraising 
and other good and laudable deeds, and yet don’t believe 
that Jesus Christ is the one and only Way, Truth, and Life?  
Like the Old Testament lesson, how many self-professed 
sheep are really nothing more than goats in their doctrine 
and practice, trusting in their version of Jesus, doubting, 
discrediting, and just plain contradicting what the Good 
Shepherd Himself says about His Word, His Will, and His 
means of grace?   
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Understand folks: No one, including Jesus, has ever said 
that the goats are terrible, vile people who should be avoided 
at all costs.  The reality is that the proverbial goats are doing 
great things in our eyes all the time.  And why wouldn’t 
they?  From a worldly perspective, they’re good people with 
good intentions and good hearts!  However, apart from 
saving faith in Christ alone; apart from a faith that doesn’t 
compromise with the truth; a faith that trusts in God above all 
things, even when He says things that hurt our feelings and 
make us feel uncomfortable or sad; apart from this humble, 
selfless, saving faith, these good deeds count for nothing in 
terms of salvation.  In fact, reliance on such deeds; reliance 
on anything other than Christ alone, is exactly what makes a 
person a goat in God’s eyes  

And that brings up another good question: Why do the goats 
do their deeds?  What’s their motivation: fame, awareness, 
recognition, ratings, money, or power maybe even an 
attempt at earning forgiveness and salvation?  My friends: 
Be not deceived.  Even good Christians fall into this trap.  
How many of you have done something, not because 
someone needed help and mercy, but because you wanted 
a tax deduction or a picture in the paper or a pat on the 
back?  How many of you let everyone around you know how 
much you’re sacrificing for the church?  How many of you 
have experienced trial and tribulation, and dared to ask God, 
Why?  Don’t you know all the good I’ve done for you?  Don’t 
you see?  Don’t you care?  Doesn’t any of that count for 
anything? You see, by just framing these questions in that 
light you can see that the Christian aspect of faithful humility 
and naturally producing BECAUSE you are saved is 
fundamentally different from the dangerous, deadly, and self-
serving motivation of sinful, pride-filled goats.  
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We could go on and on with tons of examples of works that 
we should or should not do.  Truth be told: This is what our 
Old Adam wants to hear.  We want to hear how we can right 
our wrongs and fix what’s broken.  By nature, we want to 
hear that we’re good people who can and do earn our piece 
of the salvation pie.  Tragically, many a person wrongly 
speaks for and in the name of Jesus; happy to tell us the lies 
we want to hear; more than happy to scratch our sinful, self-
serving itches.  And the really scary thing?  Sometimes that 
false spokesman stares at you from the mirror.  It’s sad, and 
we may not want to admit it, but we often prefer what Old 
Adam has to say to what God clearly says, time and time 
again.   

I know that will offend some of you, because some folks 
don’t like to hear the truth.  As we discussed last week, 
some folks prefer their version of the truth to anything else, 
including God’s truth.  They don’t like to hear that others 
believe differently, and those different beliefs are false and 
heretical and very dangerous to the faith.  As I said, I could 
cave and compromise the faith and be no different than the 
majority of Christians today who will tell you that these 
lessons teach us how to do good works for Jesus and avoid 
the fires of hell.  That’s the popular consensus.  That’s what 
many people want to believe and hear, so the customer 
always right, right?  Sorry, but that’s not what these texts are 
about!  I know that these texts are often used as proof texts 
for browbeating the congregation into stepping up and doing 
more good deeds, but just because that’s how the text is so 
often taught doesn’t mean that it’s being taught faithfully.  
Believe it or not, I’m not going to send you out of here today 
telling you that you need to do this, that, or the other thing in 
order to be reckoned a sheep on Judgment Day, even if it’s 
what you want to hear.  That would be no different than 
telling the tree to start abundantly producing good apples!  
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My dear little lambs (and goats): Jesus Christ laid down His 
life on a criminal’s cross for each and every person of the 
world.  He died for sheep and goats and even wolves in 
sheep’s clothing.  He suffered God’s entire righteous and 
just wrath for us in our place so that we would NEVER have 
to suffer these things ourselves.  Your sins are completely 
paid in full in the all-redeeming blood of Jesus Christ.  
Eternal life is already yours!  It’s not a maybe or a we’ll see, 
depending on how the works-ledger shakes out. It’s a done 
deal.  It is finished, in Christ and because of Christ alone.  If 
this Gospel Good News doesn’t make you naturally bow 
your head and your tail in humble and thankful service to 
your Lord, your Savior, and your Shepherd for all that He 
has done for you in His all-redeeming life, death, and 
resurrection; if this Good News doesn’t make you naturally 
respond the way lambs of God do, then there’s nothing I’m 
going to say that’s going to make a difference.  I can’t make 
you a humble, faithful sheep, nor can you make anyone else 
a sheep in God’s eyes.  Only God can do that, and He does 
that through the hearing of His Word and the reception of 
that Word and Promise in His means of grace.  You are 
saved through faith alone on God’s grace alone because of 
the all-redeeming work and person of Jesus Christ alone.  It 
is finished, in Him and because of Him.  May this Good 
News of your salvation be your sure and certain hope, now 
and evermore, and may the joy of your justification in Christ 
be the impetus and reason behind all you say, think, and do, 
knowingly or unknowingly.   

 


