
 

THE WAY OF THE COMMUNITY: THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW 

Chapter 20: In the Meantime 

Open with Prayer 

Read Matthew 25:14-30

Video  

While watching the video, make note of any questions or comments you wish to share with the 
group.

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

The Three Meantime Parables 
The three parables in chapter 25 should be read as commentary on the content of 

chapter 24, for they enlarge upon the theme of judgment and the end times by 
emphasizing how Christians should spend their time in this in-between period.

They should be read as particularly directed at insiders, at those who are part of 
the Christian community. They warn those already in the church that they cannot 
rest on their laurels; their commitment to the kingdom of God must constantly be 
renewed. 

The first parable tells of ten bridesmaids who are awaiting the arrival of the 
groom. Half of the bridesmaids have brought extra oil in case the groom is late, but 
the other five don’t. When he finally arrives in the middle of the night, the five 
without oil are left out of the party. The bridesmaids are meant to represent 
members of the church who are awaiting Christ’s return. The point is that Christ’s 
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followers must persevere to the end, maintaining their faith and good deeds, even 
when Jesus’ return is delayed.

The second story, the Parable of the Talents, as discussed in the video, concerns 
what disciples do with what God has given them as they await the return of Christ. It 
is not, as most preachers think, a particularly useful text for a stewardship sermon. 
As Dr. Allen pointed out, the point of the parable seems to lie in the conclusion that 
“to all those who have, more will be given … but from those who have nothing, even 
what they have will be taken away” (25:29). 

Matthew seems to be reframing Jesus’ return. It’s already  obvious that the return 
isn’t imminent. Maybe the groom isn’t going to show up after all; maybe the master 
isn’t ever going to come back and collect those talents. Or at least not any time soon.

So Matthew wants us to focus on the present rather than the future. He aims to 
encourage faithful living, responsible action, and decisive commitment to the 
kingdom of God in the here-and-now. It’s always the right time to live righteously. 

What relevance is Matthew’s advice?

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

The Sheep and the Goats 

Read Matthew 25:31-46

The popular interpretation of the parable of the sheep and the goats is that all 
people’s lives will be judged on the basis of how they have treated the “least of these,” 
specifically the hungry, thirsty, stranger, naked, imprisoned, and sick, because what 
one does or does not do to one of these, one does or does not do for Jesus.

This understanding has always been problematic, frankly, for Protestants, because 
it seems to undermine the core Reformation principle that one is saved by faith in 
Jesus Christ through the grace of God, not on the merits of one’s actions.

But there are deeper problems with this interpretation. 
First, there is considerable debate over the meaning of “all the nations” in verse 

32. The Greek word is “ethne,” which is commonly translated “Gentiles” in the New 
Testament. Keeping in mind that the Gospel of Matthew is directed primarily 
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toward a Jewish audience, then this parable might be about how Gentile people will 
be treated in the judgment. If Gentiles are not bound by God’s covenant with Israel, 
then on what basis will they be saved? How can they gain entrance into the kingdom 
of heaven?

If “ethne” means Gentiles, then this parable could mean that Gentiles will be 
judged on the basis of how they treat the least of these in society. They will be held 
to a different standard than Jews and Christians.

Another question lingers over this parable: what does the phrase “the least of 
these”mean? As we have already seen throughout the gospel, Matthew’s favorite 
metaphor for the disciples is children, or “little ones.” In 10:42, for example, Jesus 
says, “I assure you that everybody who gives even a cup of cold water to these little 
ones because they are my disciples will certainly be rewarded.” Here he is apparently 
referring to his disciples, not children. 

Thus, it is possible that “the least of these” refers to Christians and/or Christian 
missionaries, and that Jesus is commending those people who care for his 
ambassadors on earth.

To review, then, the following understandings of the parable of the sheep and the 
goats are possible:

1) All people universally are judged on the basis of how they treat the world’s 
needy
2) Gentiles (not Jews or Christians) are judged on the basis of how they treat the 
world’s needy
3) All people universally are judged on the basis of how they treat Christians
4) Gentiles (not Jews) are judged on the basis of how they treat Christians

Which one of the four interpretations do you accept and why? Or write your own!

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

Close with Unison Affirmation: 

In the confidence that God is with us, 
 we go on the Way with Christ. 
 May the Spirit lead and guide us.
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