
Rev. Isabella Fagiani  
Neighboring: Justice  
Matthew 25: 31-46 
November 22, 2020 

 
 
We’ve come to the third week in our series on Neighboring. We’ve been invited to participate 
in acts of mercy- acts of loving kindness. We’ve been asked if we ever loose things and if it ever 
bothers us as we talked about reconciliation realizing we are not the little ones but in the 
position of seeking those who are lost. (SLIDE) Now, we turn to the topic of justice…where 
mercy and reconciliation meet. (PULPIT) Justice is what happens when we live lives in which we 
enact mercy and seek reconciliation.  
 
In this text we don’t hear the word justice uttered but a vivid apocalyptic vision is drawn, 
(SLIDE) modern-day bibles label this text with the subheading “Judgement of the nations.”  
(PULPIT) Matthew 25 holds just that- a scene of judgement in which Jesus, in his King role, 
seemingly makes a decision, casts judgement on the actions of the people of all the nations. 
We’re told that the righteous will enter into eternal life and for others there will be eternal 
punishment.  
 
No one reads this passage and goes (SLIDE) “oh- I’ll take eternal punishment and be a goat 
then.” (PULPIT) We all go- how do we make sure we have the eternal life path? As we think 
about the righteous, we often conflate righteousness with piety; we conflate righteousness 
with perfection and devoutness.  
 
Well, the righteous do mess up. The righteous sin. The righteous don’t even see that they are 
serving Christ through their actions.  Yet, the righteous are also the people who enact God’s 
justice as they live in response to the Gospel. In this passage, the righteous are the ones who 
saw the needs of those around them and acted on them. Feeding the hungry, providing drink 
for those who were thirsty, welcoming the stranger, offering clothing, seeing one sick and 
caring for them, and visiting the one imprisoned. The righteous, the ones enacting God’s justice 
have been living the way the Gospel of Matthew has called for throughout- they are “joyfully 
living in mercy without calculation (Rev. Dirk. G. Lange).” They live through this lens of loving 
kindness.  
 
As the righteous are gathered before Christ in this vision they ask, “Lord, when was it when we 
saw you and did these things?” (SLIDE) The king answers, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to 
one of the least of these, who are members of my family, you did it to me.”  (PULPIT) The 
righteous aren’t aware of the effect of their indirect actions.  Jesus connects the dots for them,  
identifying with the least of these, claiming them as part of his family and thus by extension, 
ours.  
 
Our knee jerk reaction to those described in this passage as “the least of these” might be to pity 
them. But Christ’s answer brings us back to the creation stories in Genesis. Humankind is 



created in God’s image. We all bear the divine image. God is found dwelling in everyone. The 
answer pushes us to view those the least of these not as pitiful but to see their dignity; their 
inherent worth that does not change no matter what because they too are part of the family, 
children of God. Full stop. 
 
The king’s answer reminds us to remember God’s justice which longs for reconciliation with one 
another, which longs for us to live mercy without calculation. Christ’s answer encourages us to 
take a second look, to open our eyes wide to see our neighbors as children of God.  
 
(SLIDE)This final Sunday before Advent that closes our liturgical year is also known as Christ the 
King Sunday. (PULPIT) We recognize on this Sunday perhaps more than others how Christ’s 
kingship and God’s kingdom look nothing like the examples we see in other kings and leaders. 
Jesus embodies his reign in ways that flip the world upside down as it is nothing like Babylonian 
Kings who oppressed the Israelites, or Caesar, or King Herod. Jesus’ kingship reorients the way 
we look at the world as he enters the world as a baby. As he grows up and older, his public 
ministry is one of leading from the lens of mercy, seeking out the lost, and enacting God’s 
justice.  
 
In this vision of judgement, there’s yet another Gospel reversal as it appears that the 
judgement, we’re all subject to is not one from on high but a judgement that is spoken through 
the need of our neighbor. When one converts to Christianity, we think of it as a reorientation of 
our perspective. We’re turning from one thing to another. We can think we’re converting from 
evil to an eternal life that’s far away. But the Gospel’s use of eternal life shows us that in 
converting to Christ, we’re turning away from ourselves and ever turning towards our 
neighbors in this moment.  
 
The kingdom of God is counterintuitive to everything we know as success, happiness, and 
strength in our current way of living. Christ comes to us in our vulnerable human flesh allowing 
us to clearly see that we are all kin within the kingdom. The body of Christ is not just a body of 
believers but a family in which mercy, reconciliation, and justice are the norm.  
 
We can barely comprehend the beauty of such a vision because its radically beyond our current 
state.  So, we can either give in to despair at the difference or we can live as the Rev. Diane 
Moffett puts it as so “transformed by the gospel that our calling is to be just in the world- to do 
justice.” 
 
The righteous in the vision of Matthew 25:31-46 are the ones transformed by the gospel so that 
they live their calling to justice in the world in all they do. This passage reminds us that our way 
of doing mission has to come out of our way of being. We cannot simply do mission because its’ 
nice or it’s what good Christians do. No. As we have submitted ourselves to Christ, allowing 
ourselves to be transformed in the gospel, our mission begins to come from our being. As we 
turn ever towards Christ and our neighbor, its’ here where we begin to flourish and find our life.  
 



In Matthew 16 (SLIDE), Jesus says to his disciples “For whoever wants to save their life[f] will lose 

it, but whoever loses their life for me will find it.” (PULPIT) When we lose our life for Christ, we 
find our new life in Christ. We find our new life in our neighbors. We live a new life in which we 
operate from a place of mercy, we seek all who are lost, and we enact God’s justice in the ways 
we live our daily life.  
 
It’s here that we begin to ask bigger questions of ourselves and of the way things are; we ask 
the questions that don’t come with easy answers. We move away from transactional mission 
where we do something short term to feel better about the injustice; we move towards 
transformational mission where we enact God’s justice through the act of truly seeing our 
neighbors as bearers of God’s image.  (SLIDE) We turn on the lights and acclimate to what it is 
we’re seeing. We stumble and perhaps even stub our toes as we get used to seeing. (PULPIT).  
 
 We listen deeply to the stories that differ from our own; the stories from the ones we have lost 
and now seek to reconcile with. We get uncomfortable.  We build genuine relationships with 
neighbors through loving kindness without calculating the cost for ourselves.  We draw the 
circle wide. We build new tables together with voices and gifts new to us leading the way. We 
no longer expect the least of these to come to us rather we meet them where they are. Our 
church becomes their church, too. We work with and for the least of these to eradicate “the 
least of these” being anyone’s lived experience.  
 
We are eternally tethered to one another as neighbors, as children of God.  Even in times of 
division, chaos, and uncertainty, we are bound to one another.  As we live transformed by the 
good news of the Gospel, we experience eternal life here. So, turn on the lights. Throw open 
the curtains. See, one another; see the pain, sorrow, anger, suffering, and also the joy of our 
neighbors. See, God among us right now. Let God’s justice reign through your life so we too are 
like the sheep of this passage, so transformed by the gospel, we don’t even realize what we’re 
doing because it is how we live our lives always.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+16&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23698f

