The greatest achievement of the Reformation

inthe 16" Century

was the recovery of the Christian gospel

by the German monk, Martin Luther:

the good news that we are saved,

our place in heaven when we die is secured,

not by the things that we do in our lives, by our works,
but by accepting that our salvation, our place in heaven,
is a gift from God

that we receive simply by trusting that it is so.

Not by works but by trust, by faith.

As the apostle Paul puts it in his letter to the Ephesians,
‘itis by grace you have been saved, through faith —

and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God -

not by works’.

Or, in his letter to the Galatians,

‘We ... know that a person is not put right with God by works,

but by faith in Jesus Christ.
Not by works but by faith.

And yet in our Gospel reading today

Jesus appears to be saying the exact opposite to this.
Speaking of the Day of Judgment, he says,

‘Then the King will say to those on his right,

‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father;

take your inheritance ...

For | was hungry and you gave me something to eat;
| was thirsty and you gave me something to drink,

| was a stranger and you invited me in,

| needed clothes and you clothed me,

| was ill and you looked after me,

| was in prison and you came to visit me.

Saved, given a place in God’s kingdom, in heaven,
because of what they had done:

works, not faith.

How are we to make sense of this?
By understanding what it means to be saved.

To be saved is to be restored to the relationship with God
for which we were created,

and which no human being has enjoyed

since Adam and Eve forfeited it

through their rebellion against God in the Garden:

a rebellion in which we all now share.

And what exactly is this restored relationship
between human beings and God?

It is that we should be God’s images in his world,
as we were created to be,

reflecting who God is,

showing the world what God is like.

That’s what it means to be saved,

to be in right relationship with God -

to be committed to being the images of God,
committed to seeking to be what God is like.



And whatis God like?

He is a compassionate Giver.

He is the God, as the apostle James putsiit,
from whom every good and perfect gift
comes down from above.

The compassionate Giver.

So, you see, what Jesus is describing in Matthew 25
is not how to get to heaven, to be part of God’s family,
but how those who are already part of God’s family
now seek to live their lives.

This is what it looks like to look like God;

this is what it looks like to reflect the family likeness;
this is what it looks like to be a compassionate giver
just as their Father in heaven is:

feeding the hungry, clothing the naked,

giving shelter to the homeless.

It’s not the way to get into God’s family;

it’s how those who are already in God’s family
show the world what God is like.

That’s what it means to be saved.

But there is more.

Did you notice, when they ask him,

‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you,

or thirsty and give you something to drink?’

Jesus replies, ‘Truly | tell you, whatever you did

for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine,
you did for me.

In other words, Jesus is talking here about

the importance of caring for our fellow Christians
when they are in any kind of need -

‘these brothers and sisters of mine’

But this, onits own, is not enough

to reflect the image of God the compassionate Giver
in the world.

Earlier, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says,

‘l tell you, love your enemies ...

that you may be children of your Father in heaven.
He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good,
and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.’

Those who are saved,
those who are part of the family of God,
those who bear their Father’s likeness,

are those who seek to be compassionate givers to all people,

responding to all the needs of all people,

whether they deserve it or not.

Compassionate to the sick, compassionate to the poor,
compassionate to the refugee,

compassionate to the homeless,

compassionate to the unemployed,

compassionate to the mentally ill,

compassionate to the spiritually lost.

In practical, down-to-earth acts of compassion:
giving something to eat; providing clothes to wear;
welcoming the stranger; supporting the ex-offender.
Practical, down-to-earth acts of compassion.



This is what the Father does.

If we claim to be a part of his family,

if we claim to bear his likeness,

this is what we will seek to do,

or what we will support others to be able to do
through our compassionate giving

of the resources needed to enable it to happen.
This is not how to become part of God’s family;
this is what it means to be a part of God’s family.

Later in the Sermon on the Mount

Jesus says these sobering words:

‘Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,

will enter the kingdom of heaven,

but only the one who does the will of my Father
who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day,
‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name
and in your name drive out demons

and in your name perform many miracles?’
Then | will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.

| never knew you.

But which of us can possibly live like this?

Which of us can honestly say that

we bear the Father’s likeness,

that when people look at us and the way we behave,
they will see what God is like?

None of us.

So, we must go back to where we began this morning,

to Martin Luther.

Remember what it was that he rediscovered in the Bible,
for the first time in many centuries?

The wonderful good news

that we are not saved by what we do, by our works,

but by faith,

by trusting that a place in God’s family is God’s gift to us,
even though none of us can possibly ever deserve it.

But Luther saw something else as well.

He saw what embracing this wonderful good news
for ourselves would lead to -

to a commitment to trying to become like our Father,
a compassionate giver -

not to earn a place in heaven,

because we’ve already got one,

but to be what we are created to be -

the images of God, the compassionate Giver;

to show the world how beautiful God truly is.

We are saved by faith not by our works;

but the faith that saves us leads us to works.

Let me say that again, as itis so important:

we are saved by faith not by our works;

but the faith that saves us leads us to works.

Luther put it like this:

‘We are saved by faith alone,

but the faith that saves is never alone’

It is always accompanied by works of compassionate giving.



