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Psalm 78: 1-7                “When Our Sin Becomes Our Judgment”                   R.P.C. 
Matthew 25:1-13                                                                                  November 9, 2014 
                                               Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Way back in the late 1960’s Yale Divinity School attempted to re-define itself as 
a ‘thoroughly progressive school.’ As a part of their experimental program, they 
decided to issue no grades to students for their academic work. In fact, there 
were to be no tests, no exams … hence no grades. That meant that after taking 
the mandatory number of hours and required courses, a student would simply to 
receive a Master of Divinity degree without any means of evaluation. 
    One student later reported that this concept of no grades was initially well 
received. He had worked hard for good grades in college; good grades were a kind 
of measure and goal for him. But it was liberating to take a class and participate 
without worrying about the grades. He reasoned he could now read the books 
that he really wanted to read, and skim the books that were required for the 
course, without worrying about being tested on those materials for the exam. He 
could also attend the classes he felt he needed to attend, and skip the classes he 
thought would be unnecessary. 
    But soon the student learned that never receiving any grades, and just getting a 
few vague comments from a professor on a paper became very frustrating. He 
wondered how he was doing, especially in comparison to other students, and 
most important of all, how was he doing in the estimation of the professor. 
    He remembered one afternoon when he directly asked one professor, “How am 
I doing in your class?” The professor said, “You are doing very well.” “But how 
well?” he pressed. “Very, very well,” the professor said. “Well, how am I doing in 
comparison with the other students in the class, and those that you have taught 
through the years?” he asked. “You are doing very well,” replied the professor. 
That’s all the professor could and would say. 
    This experimental process proved to be very frustrating to this student. After 
three years of such an open-ended, permissive, everybody-gets-a-pat-on the-
head approach, he was desperate to receive a grade – any kind of grade. He 
longed for just one letter grade to tell him in a definite, particular, concise way as 
to ‘how he was doing.’ It wasn’t so much that he was craving to receive judgment 
in the form of a grade from a professor, as it was wanting to judge and evaluate 
himself, and he needed the professor’s input to answer that simple question, 
“How am I doing?” 
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    Compare that instance with the comments of a high school football coach: 
When asked about the challenges of coaching, with the pressures to win and all 
the rest, the coach replied, “In spite of it all, I really love being a high school 
football coach.” “You always know how you are doing. You don’t have to wait 
until the end of the year, or 30 years later to know how well you did.” “You know 
every Saturday morning. In fact, all you have to do is look up on the scoreboard at 
the end of the game, and you know….” 
    So how are we doing? It’s a question of evaluation, accountability, of judgment. 
There are many instances of judgment in the Bible. There may be gospels that are 
a little squeamish talking about judgment, addressing final accountability before 
God, but Matthew is not one of them. Matthew is full of accounts of final 
reckonings, the gavel of the judge coming down and the final verdict being 
rendered. 
    At one point Jesus tells us that the kingdom of God is like a man who goes on a 
journey, entrusting everything to his servants. Eventually, and without warning, 
the master returns, and it becomes a time for an accounting. The master asks, 
“What have you done with what I have given you?” 
    Or even at the end of the Gospel of Matthew, when Jesus tells the parable of 
the great judgment – the separating of the sheep from the goats: On that last day 
everyone will appear before the judge to make an accounting.  And the judge will 
hopefully declare, “Well done, good servant. I was sick and you visited me. I was 
hungry and you gave me something to eat.” In the end, when all is said and done, 
there is ‘the judgment.’ So it is that our actions or lack of actions have 
consequences. 
    Of course one does not hear much about consequences or judgment in 
mainline Protestant Christianity these days. We are into acceptance and 
affirmation, rather than accountability – after all, we wouldn’t want to scare 
anyone off; hey, we need to fill these pews. 
    The slogan of the denomination of our sister church across the street is, “Open 
minds, Open hearts, Open doors.” While our denomination doesn’t have a slogan 
like that, we are more like them than some of those “other Christian churches” 
that are always beating up on you, listing all the terrible things that we do – 
always wagging that finger in your face, always judging you. 
    O sure, we always include a ‘Prayer of Confession’ as a part of our liturgy each 
Sunday, but as my father-in-law used to say, “I didn’t pray that one today, 
because I didn’t do any of those things this past week.” Besides, we always follow 
that corporate prayer with an “Assurance of Pardon” – which is most appropriate, 
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because God in Christ does forgive us. But sometimes that ‘quick assurance’ might 
leave the impression that in this church there are no grades – there is no real 
accountability. 
     All of that is well and good, but according to today’s scripture there is another 
side to this business of the tension between affirmation and accountability. Again, 
Matthew carefully records Jesus as having told a number of parables of judgment, 
and today’s Gospel is one of them. The maidens had good intentions of buying oil 
for the lamps in order to be ready for the party upon the bridegroom’s return. But 
first there was one thing, then another, and by the time the party began they 
found themselves scurrying about the town seeking more oil for their lamps, so 
they missed the celebration. Now they must pay the price for their indecision and 
procrastination: judgment! The door is shut and locked! 
    When the harvest time comes there is time for judgment of the tree. If there is 
fruit on the tree we call that a good, productive one. If there is no fruit, we call 
the tree unproductive and cut it down: judgment! 
     We won’t know if that new roof we had put on the house is good until there is 
a soaking, blowing storm. If there are no leaks, then the roof is judged as good; if 
there are leaks, the roofer is held accountable. First comes the test, and then the 
grade … we get to make a judgment. 
    But what is the basis of God’s judgment? On what criteria will we be measured? 
When the turning point comes - whenever we are face to face with our Creator 
and there is a crisis, who shall judge us? … 
     Well, as noted before in this sermon, there is a certain sense in which we judge 
ourselves, just like that student longed for a grade for self-evaluation. Most of us 
can’t live comfortably for very long without some sense of just ‘how we are doing’ 
in life. Judgment’s positive side is that it is the mirror before which we stand and 
assess how our lives are going. Sunday morning worship becomes a time when 
each of us is given opportunity to sit for just a moment and gaze into the mirror of 
truth – that is … God’s truth that is revealed in scripture, and the truth in the 
midst of proclamation – and so we get to ask ourselves, deep within the recesses 
of our own souls, “How am I doing?” 
    But God also judges us. Not that God in Christ seems to make a big thing of 
going around and judging us saying, “Just you wait! I’ll get back at you at the final 
judgment!” No, perhaps it is more Biblical to say that Christ, “in his very being” is 
Judge. To see life lived as obediently, faithfully and courageously as he did is to 
have exposed all the ways that we live our lives in disobedience, cowardice, and 
deceit. To witness his love is for us to see clearly all the ways that we have 
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betrayed his love – for him and for one another. Just to have God come into our 
lives is to experience judgment. To stand face-to-face with the God who loves us 
is to stand before the Judge. 
    We might be reminded of that passage from Luke in the 5th chapter, when Peter 
witnesses a marvelous work of Christ. Peter’s response is not, “How did you do 
that?” or even “You must really be the Messiah.” Rather, Peter’s response is, “Go 
away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man!” To see clearly who Jesus is and what 
he does is to see all too clearly who we truly are. His very presence is indeed his 
judgment, and in light of his presence we cannot help but to judge ourselves. 
    Today’s Gospel comes toward the end of the Gospel of Matthew. It seems the 
time for judgment is always toward the end. In the memorable courtroom 
dramas, or in those Friday evening “Dateline” crime stories, we don’t get the 
verdict until the very end. When the jury comes back with its vote, when the 
verdict is read, then is the time for rejoicing or tears. It is then that someone is 
going to be held accountable … or not. 
    The most important time in a basketball game is at the last second of the game 
-  that’s when we know for sure who wins or loses; its only that the end when the 
final score appears on the board: judgment!  In the same way, if you can’t make it 
to a baseball game until the ninth inning there is a sense in which you have still 
seen the whole game, for the scoreboard reveals both the score and the statistics: 
judgment! 
    In the Sistine Chapel in Rome Michelangelo filled the ceiling with the 
magnificent story of the creation, the fall, and the redemption of humanity. But 
on the back wall, at the end of the room, there he painted a depiction of the last 
judgment. Note, he painted it at the end. 
    In much the same way, judgment is the final verdict on a life. We try to soften 
that idea with those jokes that begin with, “A priest, a pastor and a rabbi appear 
at the pearly gates….” but that doesn’t make it any softer, does it. Judgment, 
evaluation, accountability is what happens when we die. Judgment occurs after 
our final act; it is God’s final verdict concerning us. 
    Yet as theologian and Biblical scholar Rick Lischer points out, in the New 
Testament Greek, the word for judgment is krisis. In the Greek this word does not 
really mean the end, the final act, or what happens after the final act; the word 
more accurately means “the turning point.” 
    A crisis is not what happens after everything else is over. A crisis is what 
happens when the plot of a story takes a decisive turn. That decisive turning point 
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could be at the beginning, the middle, or the end. It does not always have to be at 
the very end. 
    Jesus often talks of judgment, particularly in this Gospel. Yet when Jesus talked 
of judgment, he did not speak of it so much as being at the very end, but at any 
time there is that moment of crisis – a turning point. Lischer says that Jesus 
through Matthew tells us that the crisis comes like a thief in the night, when we 
are sleeping. The thief pries open the window and climbs in. Like that. Judgment 
comes when we least expect it. 
    Therefore, from these parables of judgment in Matthew, it would appear that 
our concern is not, “Will you be ready to meet Jesus at the end?” Rather, our 
question is, “Now that we have met Jesus, how then should we live right now?” 
Right now in the middle of things, is when and where Jesus meets us, so the crisis 
and the response are intended for right now. So if we are going to follow Jesus, 
then we cannot follow him without evaluation. There is an intended connection 
between the word discipline and disciple. And Jesus says in the end there will be 
an exam; there will be grades. 
    Perhaps when Jesus speaks to us of judgment he is paying us a high 
compliment. First, in speaking of the consequences of our actions, Jesus is saying 
that our actions have important, even eternal consequences. It’ so easy to think 
to ourselves, “I’m just one person.” “What difference can I make? But Jesus 
assures us that we are important and that how we live our lives is of 
consequence. 
    Secondly, Jesus is saying that he really does need us to do well as his disciples. 
And with his help, we will do well! He has handed over to us the responsibility for 
his kingdom. When he speaks of trees that bear good fruit and houses that have 
deep foundations and lamps that are to be kept ready, he is saying to us, “Hey, I 
need you. I care about what you do.” “How you live your life reflects on me!” “In 
my kingdom, your performance really does make a difference.” “I am acting in the 
world through you!” “You are my appointed agent for the growth of the 
kingdom.” “And that is why I promise to hold you accountable for being all that I 
believe you can be through my grace.” 
    Being a disciple of Jesus is not just a matter of open hearts, open doors, and 
open minds. It is also a matter of accountability. There will be grades at the end of 
this semester – and the next semester, and the next…. all the way through finals 
… and a hopefully, blissful graduation…. Thank God.     Amen. 
 
 


