
And this solves our puzzle. In the account of the sheep and the goats, Jesus’ “brothers” are none other than his ambassadors: his apostles, evangelists, and missionaries—indeed all believers who (often through tribulation, persecution, destitution, hunger, and imprisonment) represent him by proclaiming his Gospel, and not just the poor in general. One’s response to the message is identical to one’s response to the messenger. As you respond to Jesus’ messenger, so you respond to Jesus himself.


So there is no conflict with Jesus’ warning and the Gospel of salvation by grace alone through faith alone. The “sheep” are those who welcome Christ and his Gospel message by welcoming his messengers. The condemned “goats” are those who reject Christ and his Gospel by failing to respond in faith to his “brothers,” that is, the messengers who bring the Gospel to them. 

But thirdly we see that TRUE FAITH PRODUCES JOY.  True faith always leads to a life that is not only characterized by joy, but is greatly energized by joy. But then how could it be otherwise? Faith begins with the alarming knowledge of the dreadful weight of sin, pressing us down, making us subject to the frightful wrath of God’s well-deserved judgment. When we come to faith in Christ, we recognize our predicament, how we are utterly lost and completely unable to save ourselves.  


But faith also comes to believe that Christ has stepped in the way of the speeding freight train of God’s judgment bearing down upon us, and has taken our punishment in our place. Faith not only knows this with the mind, but knows it experientially. The worst nightmare imaginable, eternal hell, is averted, and replaced with the greatest dream, beyond all hope and imagination: the everlasting joys and delights of eternal heaven.  


And the certain result is joy. This is a true mark of the Christian, the irrepressible joy of knowing that the bad news has become good news because of Christ. And that’s why Paul could intuitively ask them in verse 15:  “What then has become of the blessing you felt?” Once they began slipping away from the Gospel of free grace, slipping back into the endless treadmill of legalism, their joy began to evaporate.  


It is this joy that fuels true Christian service. The effect of their joy in true faith was a deep love that would sacrifice all for the sake of others:  “I can testify that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me.” This is important because it is the distinguishing mark between the Christian faith and all human religions. True faith is the grateful, joyful response to what God has done for us in Christ. Other religions are all based on doing good works in order to get God to do something for us, or to save us, or to make us sheep rather than goats. True faith recognizes that God has already acted on our behalf and responds purely out of grateful joy.  


So there is a double danger in the wrong interpretation of our Lord Jesus’ warning in Matthew 25 offered by Tony Campolo, Mother Teresa, Shane Claiborne and others. It necessarily degenerates either into a sub-Christian attempt at self-salvation through the good works of helping the poor, or into universalism. In other words, it denies the Gospel of grace. 

But it also steals away the true motive for Christian service and care:  delighted, grateful joy for the love of Christ proclaimed in the Gospel of God’s amazing grace.  
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Is JESUS HIDING AMONG the POOR?

In Matthew 25, Jesus warns of the sobering judgment to come for the sheep and the goats.  The sheep are welcomed into God’s glorious kingdom prepared for them since the foundation of the world. But the goats are condemned to the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. And the one criterion that distinguishes between the sheep and the goats is their treatment of Christ himself:  did they come to his aid when he was hungry and thirsty, a stranger and needing clothes, or when he was in prison? The sheep embraced Christ in his need, and the goats did not.  Both groups register surprise when they hear of this because they do not recall having seen the Lord Jesus in any of these circumstances.  And Jesus replies:  "Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.” (Mt. 25:40)


One common interpretation of this text is that we will be judged by our treatment of the poor. Even more, some, like Tony Campolo and the late Mother Teresa, teach that Jesus is truly, mystically, even sacramentally present in the poor:  that the poor are actually “Jesus in disguise” or that Jesus is “waiting to be encountered in the poor.” Shane Claiborne, author of the book Irresistable Revolution (Zondervan, 2006), popularizes this view as the basis of his theology and practice.   


This interpretation is troubling, of course, because it flies in the face of the Bible’s central message. Salvation is a gift given freely by God to undeserving sinners who simply trust Christ, our good works notwithstanding.  The Bible teaches that we are saved by believing the message of the Gospel and trusting Christ who gave his life in our place as a ransom to pay for our sins. So our good deeds like keeping the law or becoming circumcised or observing religious holidays (or helping the poor) have no bearing on our justification. In Galatians and elsewhere, Paul insists on the purely gracious nature of salvation. And the fact that some of the believers in Galatia were turning back to the Law to somehow enhance their salvation was a sign that they had forsaken the Gospel of grace.  


So how do we understand this teaching Jesus gave which seems to indicate that salvation, heaven and hell, are dependent on our kind and caring treatment of the needy?  Are these not also good works? And if Jesus taught that we are saved by helping the poor, then we must also ask when we have helped the needy enough to qualify for heaven?  


For the solution to our puzzle, we turn to Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Since Scripture interprets Scripture, a difficult text like Matthew 25 requires further light from the later, clearer explanation in Galatians. 


Paul’s burden in Galatians is to correct their misunderstanding about the nature of true faith.  Some were teaching that salvation was procured through faith and good works.  So, they taught, to get to heaven one must trust Christ, but also embrace the requirements of the Jewish religion. And Paul remedies their error by explaining the meaning of true faith.  The pertinent passage is Galatians 4:12-16:
    12 Brothers, I entreat you, become as I am, for I also have become as you are. You did me no wrong. 13 You know it was because of a bodily ailment that I preached the gospel to you at first, 14 and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus. 15 What then has become of the blessing you felt? For I testify to you that, if possible, you would have gouged out your eyes and given them to me. 16 Have I then become your enemy by telling you the truth? (ESV)

What is true faith?  Most importantly, TRUE FAITH EMBRACES CHRIST’S MESSAGE.  “Brothers, I entreat you, become as I am, for I also have become as you are.” (4:12a) “I became like you,” Paul says. He did not stand apart from them.  He did not lord it over them as the hotshot, Jewish teacher looking down on the Gentile dogs. He lived among them; he identified with them; he loved them. He put himself on their level because he understood that they were on the same level:  guilty sinners in need of God’s grace. But his plea is:  “Become like me; become as I am.” Of course, he is not urging them to become apostles or Jews or men, but rather, like him, to embrace the Gospel of Christ and turn to Christ in saving faith. Paul is urging them to be fully persuaded of the Gospel, to believe the message of Christ and become his disciples.  So the first aspect of true faith is to believe God’s promise of salvation in Christ, and to trust Christ for that salvation. 

But secondly, TRUE FAITH WELCOMES CHRIST’S MESSENGER. Paul says that they received not only Christ’s message but his messenger (Paul). And they did embrace Paul in a remarkable way:  “You did me no wrong. 13 You know it was because of a bodily ailment that I preached the gospel to you at first, 14 and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus. (4:12b-14)

Paul came to them in weakness, hardly an impressive sight. As he entered their region, a missionary preaching the Gospel to them for the first time, he came in severe illness which he admitted was a “trial” to them. Yet they did not ignore him or mistreat him. What was the illness? Most likely it was some debilitating eye problem because of what he writes in verse 15:  “For I testify to you that, if possible, you would have gouged out your eyes and given them to me.”

Whatever it was, the point is that Paul came to them in weakness and that he was providentially detoured to their cities by this weakness. They received God’s messenger not because of his imposing appearance or personal strength, but in spite of his negative appearance. And to Paul this was one of the strong evidences that their response was true and real: they believed in spite of the messenger. True faith welcomes God’s messenger because he speaks God’s message, and by faith they know the message is true.
 
Jesus said in John 10:3 that his sheep hear his voice. And this is what was happening. Here was this sickly, Jewish teacher, a positive trial even to look at. And yet when he preached the Gospel in all his weakness the true sheep heard their Master’s voice speaking through him, and they turned to follow their Master Christ. 


So Paul says that they received him as they would have received Christ himself: “and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus.” (4:14) They heard Christ’s voice as Paul preached, so they welcomed him as they would have welcomed Christ Jesus himself. 
