
The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats
(Matt 25: 31-46)

Jesus taught mostly in parables, and in the twenty-fifth chapter of St. Matthew’s
gospel, He teaches three parables in a row, and their topics are all related to each other.

First, Jesus tells The Parable of the Foolish Virgins. As we remember, the ten
virgins were waiting for the Bridegroom.  Five were wise so they filled their lamps with
oil, but the other five were foolish so they took a nap. When the Bridegroom came and
knocked on the door to take them to the wedding banquet (which we know is code for
heaven!) they weren't ready. They didn’t have any oil, and there was no time left to go
get oil. You may recall that the wise virgins couldn’t share their oil, because that oil is
the acts of love and mercy a person has done in their life. By showing our love for
others, we build up virtue -- which here is like lamp oil, so that Christ’s light can burn
brightly in our hearts. If we waste our time and don’t perform those acts of love and
mercy, we’ll miss out on the beautiful wedding banquet.

Next, Jesus tells The Parable of the Talents, in which the boss was about to leave
town, so he gave each of his servants a di�erent amount of money. When he returned to
settle accounts, each servant came to him with di�erent results: one brought the five
talents he was given plus five more; the next brought him the two he was given and two
more, but the third servant brought only the one talent he had been given. The boss was
very happy with the first two servants, saying, “Well done, good and faithful servant”.
He had given each of them a good thing, and they went out into the world and
multiplied that into even more good things! But the last servant buried his talent, so he
didn’t multiply any goodness -- and the boss was not happy with him. We see that God
gives us blessings too -- di�erent sorts of blessings for each of us -- and He expects us to
use those blessings to bless other people, multiplying the blessings in this world.

Immediately after these parables, Jesus tells another, which talks both about being
ready for the Lord to come (like the virgins) and about investing the gifts God gives us
(like the servants and their talents). This last parable brings them all together. Jesus
begins by saying,
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When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels with Him, then
He will sit on the throne of His glory. All the nations will be gathered before Him,
and He will separate them one from another, as a shepherd divides his sheep from
the goats. And He will set the sheep on His right hand, but the goats on the left.

(Matthew 25: 31-33)

Jesus is coming back to the earth someday, with all of the holy angels, and He will sit on
the throne of His glory. This is our Bridegroom who is coming for us! Jesus will return
to us, and He will gather all the humans who ever lived throughout history at once.
Jesus will separate the sheep from the goats -- which is something that farmers in Bible
times had to do quite often, because you cannot keep your sheep and your goats
together. These two animals have very di�erent temperaments! Sheep are good listeners
who do what they’re told and follow their Shepherd. Goats are terrible listeners -- they
don’t obey commands very well, and they don’t stick together or even follow the
shepherd. When the shepherd takes his animals to a lovely green meadow and tells them
to eat, the sheep eat the grass like they should, but the goats just eat whatever they want.
Those goats can climb up mountainy crags and steep rocks, but the sheep can’t do that.
They follow those goats around, until suddenly they get stuck! And then the goats just
leave them. Goats and sheep are so di�erent! And if you keep your goats and your sheep
apart, the sheep will stay safe.

As Jesus continues the story, He tells us how He will know which of the people
are sheep and which are goats:

Then the King will say to those on His right hand, ‘Come, you blessed of My
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world:
for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I
was a stranger and you took Me in; I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick
and you visited Me; I was in prison and you came to Me.’

Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry
and feed You, or thirsty and give You drink? When did we see You a stranger and
take You in, or naked and clothe You? Or when did we see You sick, or in prison,
and come to You?’  And the King will answer and say to them, ‘Assuredly, I say to
you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to
Me.’

(Matthew 25: 34-40)
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Whenever these sweet people helped someone, they were helping Jesus! He loves
everyone, including the poor and the weak and the hungry. So when you give someone
a drink or some food, when you show them love, it’s just like you are doing it directly
for Jesus. When we can become generous and loving, Jesus is so happy with us!  He
wants us to find Him in every person we meet, and to serve Him by serving each other.
He wants us to see that He lives inside everyone, that every human is an icon of Christ.
If we want to love Christ, we need to love people. And not just love them in theory, but
really show them actual love: really give them food and drink, give them shelter. Jesus is
the shepherd, and those who do loving work in this world are His sheep.

St. John Chrysostom says in Homily 79,

“And mark how easy are His injunctions. He said not, I was in prison, and you set
me free; I was sick, and you raised me up again; but, you visited me, and, you
came to me. And neither in hunger is the thing commanded grievous. For no
costly table did He seek, but what is needful only, and His necessary food [...]”

He has an excellent point! He is telling us that we can inherit the very Kingdom of God,
which is an amazing prize! We can have this wonderful thing and we don’t even have to
do anything hard. We only have to visit the sick, not heal them like He did! We’re not
asked to break someone out of jail -- just to visit them, spend some time with them. We
don’t have to figure out how to make them the fanciest, most expensive and delicious
dinner -- just give them some bread! Jesus comes to us and He heals us and He sets us
free from death; He feeds us the bread of life and invites us to the great banquet of
heaven! We aren’t asked to do what He does. Ours is really a very easy job, and yet not
all of us will do it.

Some of us are goats:

Then He will also say to those on the left hand, ‘Depart from Me, you cursed, into
the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels: for I was hungry and you
gave Me no food; I was thirsty and you gave Me no drink; I was a stranger and
you did not take Me in, naked and you did not clothe Me, sick and in prison and
you did not visit Me.’

Then they also will answer Him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry or
thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to You?’
Then He will answer them, saying, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did
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not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to Me.’ And these will go
away into everlasting punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”

(Matthew 25: 41-46)

The goats don’t follow their shepherd. Jesus has been teaching us that we must take care
of the poor and the widows and the orphans, that we must take care of each other, but
goats don’t listen. They didn’t do what Jesus asked. They might have gone to church
and said their prayers, but they did not do those very specific and physical things: they
didn’t give food and drink to people who needed it, or bring them into their homes or
visit them in prison cells. Like the rich man who walked past Lazarus on his doorstep
every morning, they ignored the su�ering of the people around them. Walking past a
su�ering person, showing no compassion or love, is like walking past Jesus as He
su�ers.

It’s interesting that the sheep were surprised to be sheep, and the goats were
surprised to be goats! Everyone asks Jesus, “Lord, when did we feed You?” or “When did
we fail to feed You?”  Maybe some of the goats are thinking that if it were Jesus Himself
jn front of them, they would have stopped and helped him out, but they didn’t see Jesus
in the people they passed by. If your friend needs help, you might help them out. But if a
stranger needs help, that’s harder. These people would all have happily helped Jesus,
because they love Him -- but they don’t love the strangers around them. Jesus is asking
us to love everyone, even the people we don’t know.

You and I might hear this story and think that we are definitely sheep: we are kind
to others, and you’ve probably given a bottle of water to someone on a hot day, or
donated some money to a good cause. In this parable though, Jesus shows us that we
can’t really know if we’re goats or sheep. Remember The Parable of the Publican and the
Pharisee? There are two ways to pray. The Pharisee lists all of the good things he’s done
and assumes that he is great. The Publican, on the other hand, is humble and
approaches God with his eyes down, saying, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Jesus
shows us that it’s not a good idea to just assume you’re a sheep. Think about how the
goats were surprised! They really didn’t know they were goats. We should always be
humble, we should always try harder to show more love to more people, and we should
continue to pray, “Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

To the sheep, Jesus says: “Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world”. The sheep enter into heaven, to live
forever with God. On the other hand, he tells the goats, “Depart from Me, you cursed,
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into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels”. The goats are headed to
the fire instead of heaven! This can be a scary idea, but in that same sermon, St. John
Chrysostom makes a very good point that we might try to remember:

[To the sheep] He said not, Take, but, Inherit, as one's own, as your Father's, as
yours, as due to you from the first. For, before you were, says He, these things had
been prepared, and made ready for you, forasmuch as I knew you would be such as
you are.

And in return for what do they receive such things? For the covering of a roof, for a
garment, for bread, for cold water, for visiting, for going into the prison. [...] He,
being gracious, requires only what is within our power, or rather even less than what
is within our power, leaving to us to exert our generosity in doing more.

But to the others He says, Depart from me, you cursed, (no longer of the Father; for
not He laid the curse upon them, but their own works), into the everlasting fire,
prepared, not for you, but for the devil and his angels. For concerning the kingdom
indeed, when He had said, Come, inherit the kingdom, He added, prepared for you
before the foundation of the world; but concerning the fire, no longer so, but,
prepared for the devil. I, says He, prepared the kingdom for you, but the fire no more
for you, but for the devil and his angels; but since you cast yourselves therein, impute
it to yourselves. [...]

St. John is pointing out that the sheep are not “taking” heaven, but God is giving it to them
as an “inheritance”; it rightly belongs to them, because their Father created it for them, and
they were always supposed to have it. They have not been asked to do anything di�cult to
earn it. God simply asked them to make small e�orts, and they will receive paradise in
return. On the other hand, the goats are “cursed” -- not because God cursed them, but
because they chose to curse themselves by not helping, by not being kind and loving. The
everlasting fire is not something God created to hurt us. He didn’t create it for people at all!
He created it for the devil, but when people choose to be greedy and cruel, they are
choosing to be close to the devil instead of close to God. If these ideas ever make you worry,
know that Our Father created a beautiful paradise for us; He builds us mansions in heaven!
He wants you to come and live forever in heaven. He doesn’t want us to go away from Him,
to pick fire over heaven.

So St. Matthew gives us these three parables all together in the 25th chapter, and they
are all teaching us a really important message: we must take action, and make real e�orts to
live as loving Christians, taking care of the people around us. The wise virgins had lamps

Journey Through The Parables by Tending the Garden of Our Hearts can be found on Ancient Faith Radio and at tending-the-garden.com



full of oil, because they served others with real love, making their hearts into lamps that
light up the world with the light of Christ! We learned from the Parable of the Talents that
God gives us abilities and blessings, and we are supposed to use them to create more
blessings! God will send us food and money and clothes and time, and He wants us to
multiply them by spreading them around!

The lesson of the Sheep and the Goats is that same message: Jesus wants us to take
care of people in every way: feed them, give them drink and shelter, visit them -- find ways
to show them how much they are loved and valued by their heavenly father! When we do
this, we are truly His sheep, and when Christ the Bridegroom finally comes back to us, He
will welcome us to Paradise!

When we read about the Second Coming and Last Judgement just before Great Lent,
we are reminded of something very important. We are not just preparing our hearts for
Pascha; ultimately, we are preparing ourselves for Judgement, for the end of days and the
return of our Lord.

We have talked before about how we are preparing ourselves for Lent, when we will
prepare ourselves for Pascha. Everything is preparation! But really, everything is to prepare
us for the final glorious Second Coming of Christ. Even Pascha is just a taste of what is to
come! Pascha is just the beginning: Christ’s resurrection points to our resurrection.

We should always live as if Christ could return in glory any moment, because the
truth is, He could! No one knows when He is coming and it really could be later today or
maybe tomorrow. We don’t know.

Everything we do as Christians to soften our hearts and to become more like Christ is
really about becoming more loving, about being filled up with Christ’s love so that we can
radiate that love to every single person we meet. If we can do that, then we won’t fear the
Great Judgement!

QUESTIONS:

Why is it important for us to realize that the parable of the Sheep and the Goats comes
right after two other parables? Why do you think Jesus told them in a row?
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- The parable of the Sheep and the Goats talks both about being ready for the Lord to come
(like the virgins) and about investing the gi�s God gives us (like the servants and their
talents). This last parable brings them all together.

After studying this parable, what would you say that our job is, as Christians? What does
Christ want us to do?

- He wants us to find Him in every person we meet, and to serve Him by serving each other.
He wants us to see that He lives inside everyone, that every human is an icon of Him. If
we want to love Christ, we need to really love people: really give them food and drink,
give them shelter. Jesus is the shepherd, and he wants us to do loving work in this world,
as His sheep.

This parable could make it seem like God is mean to the people who are like the goats. Does
God curse those who Jesus calls “the goats” in this parable?

- God does not curse them. They choose to curse themselves by not helping, by not being
kind and loving. The everlasting fire is not something God created to hurt us: He created
it for the devil. When people choose to be greedy and cruel, they are choosing to be close
to the devil instead of close to God. We humans always have a choice of who we want to
be near to: God or the devil, and our actions show what kind of choice we are making.

DISCUSSION:

Great Lent will begin soon! Talk together about why you think that the Church gives us this
parable at this point in the Church year?

The parable of the Sheep and the Goats is an important reminder that in the end, we will be
judged on how good we were to others, how generous we were with our food and our time and
our money. Think about this to yourself: if Jesus comes in all of His glory today, will you be a
sheep or a goat? How do you feel about that?

Just like the virgins waited for the Bridegroom, who could come at any time, we wait for Jesus to
come back and judge us, and then to live forever with us in heaven. While we wait, like the good
servants used their skills to multiply the talents, we need to keep finding be�er ways to use the
gi�s that God has given to each of us to help those around us who need help. Tell a few things
you can do, beginning during Great Lent, to be more like a sheep. Remember, Jesus doesn’t
expect us to do the great miracles that He did: He wants us to see Him in other people and treat
them as He would. What is one thing that you can do to be more like a sheep than a goat?
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